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Higher Education Stakeholder Consultancy Report
Executive Summary

The interviews with University Officers highlighted that JISC was not well understood by this group, and that there was some confusion, lack of awareness and knowledge, in terms of its work and range of activities, its governance, its positioning, its reporting lines and its relationship with other bodies including HEFC, UKERNA, and the Government, as well as collaboration and partnerships. Nonetheless it was perceived to be doing a good job, was considered value for money, authoritative and credible, published excellent and topical briefing papers for the benefit of the University community, and gave good quality of advice.

Much of the contentment surrounding their perception of JISC was because it was believed it was ‘running smoothly in the background’.  When it came to computing matters, there had been progress and no significant failures in the networking area. It was said that if JISC did not exist it would need to be invented. It was mentioned by several University Officers that JISC was the envy of educational organisations in other countries that had not been able to establish such a body. 
Unsurprisingly, the University Officers concentrated their comments on matters associated with strategy, suggesting that the engagement, consultation and dissemination with University Officers, needed to be improved. There was concern that JISC should be seen to be working with, and not in competition with, other similar organisations, and there was a lack of knowledge of the liaison which already takes place between the JISC and such organisations.  Also that JISC should concentrate on the big picture of research calls in the area of information environments, inviting significant bids rather awarding small awards. Generally, the University Officers suggested JISC would do well to ensure that its positioning is aligned and correct, its support is sustainable, and its public relations and communications capable of further enhancement. 

Little advice was offered on the need for specific JISC work, other than to ensure it continued to deliver those things for which it had been commended in the Report, and to play a leading role in identifying, promoting, and disseminating best practice in the information field.
The findings were perhaps unsurprising in that the University Officers were more concerned to talk about policy and strategy than operational matters. The challenge for JISC is whether to regard perceptions as reality, and for JISC to examine positively what can be learnt from the findings.

1.  Introduction

MacDougall Consulting Ltd was engaged to undertake a study of the awareness, perceptions and views of University Officers in relation to the provision of academic information and information services in higher education and the role, impact and potential contribution of JISC. It follows a study of the awareness of JISC on Directors of University Library Services (or equivalent) undertaken by MacDougall Consulting Ltd in 2003 as part of the original EDNER study. 

2. Method
2.1 Selection of the sample of interviewees

A cross section of 21 University Officers, comprising Vice-chancellors, Deputy Vice-chancellors, Pro Vice-chancellors (Teaching and Learning and Research), Deans or their equivalent, and Secretaries and Registrars were selected on the basis of being Officers at “old”, “1966” and “new” Universities. Interviews were conducted to establish their awareness, perceptions and views of JISC, the challenge of information and information services provision, and the impact and potential contribution of JISC.  Care was taken to ensure that the sample was not weighted in favour of previous involvement with JISC projects, and that the sample was sufficiently stratified.
The following sample was proposed and agreed with CERLIM:

Vice-chancellor/ Principal (3)

Deputy Vice-chancellor/ Pro Vice-chancellor (7)

Dean or equivalent post/ title(5)
Secretary / Registrar (6)
2.2 Schedule and timing of interviews
All 21 University officers readily agreed to be interviewed. The consultant travelled to the home institution, with one exception, where it suited the University Officer to meet off-site in London.

At the time of arranging interviews, each University Officer was encouraged not to prepare for the interview since the purpose was to establish their day-to-day awareness of JISC, information provision, views and perceptions, rather than those of any of their own University staff.

The Officers were all extremely courteous and, to a person, were welcoming, candid and extremely helpful. The Officers were assured that the purpose of the interview was to assess the impact of JISC and not to assess them individually. Each University Officer agreed that anonymized quotes could be included in the Report.

The arrangement of the interview meetings confirmed the extremely busy nature of all the University Officers. There was therefore a need to agree an exact timing for the interview that would not trespass on the goodwill of the officers. Accordingly, it was agreed that an interview of half an hour would be adhered to; this was achieved. In order to assist with this timing, and to ensure ease of comparison, an outline list of questions was devised. Notwithstanding, discussion was allowed to flow in order to accommodate the ideas and thoughts of each of the interviewees. The general questions, formulated by CERLIM, formed the basis of the Report’s headings listed below. 

The consultant is particularly grateful to the 21 University Officers for their time, candour, thoughtfulness and counsel during the creation of the Report.

The following Report summarises and highlights the findings. Further background information is available should JISC wish to explore any of themes in depth.

3. Findings

3.1 Introduction

This Report is a synthesis of University Officers’ awareness, perception and views. All quotations are the words of University Officers spoken and recorded verbatim during interviews. The interviewer has not sought to mediate or evaluate the correctness, accuracy or appropriateness of their thinking or quotations. To have done so would dilute or destroy potentially valuable insights into the perceptions of the University Officers. 

As with the former study that assessed the impact of JISC on the University Directors of Library Service or their equivalent, it could be argued that perception is reality and such reality would be helpful in assisting JISC to understand the nature of its relationship with, and knowledge of, important constituent groups. Lack of understanding or knowledge about JISC activity might lead those with more knowledge to be overtly critical of the inaccuracies or lack of knowledge. 

On consideration, however, one may ponder why such perceptions exist and whether those who are critical might share, or take responsibility for this state of affairs. More importantly this report might act as a non-judgemental catalyst to improve knowledge, consultation, partnership, process and delivery.

It is acknowledged nonetheless that a sample size of 21 is relatively small and could in theory be usefully reaffirmed by a larger research study. Notwithstanding, there was a constant reiteration of certain themes which suggests the emergence of potential trends worthy of further consideration..

The findings broadly cover the main areas of questioning and refer to the overall comments of the group of 21, only where one of the sub-groups highlight a certain unique perspective, for example, Secretaries and Registrars, is separate mention made.

3.2 Involvement with JISC

None of the 21 Officers had served, or was serving, on any of the JISC committees but some had been indirectly involved.  For example they had been associated with Call bids or particular JISC activities.

3.3 Awareness and understanding of JISC

Twenty of the 21 Officers were aware of the existence of the JISC and were familiar in varying degrees with its work. In one case the Officer had never heard of the JISC at the time of invitation to be interviewed (the person then subsequently looked at the JISC web site to find out information about it).

The level and depth of awareness of the JISC’s work and activities shown by the 21 University Officers, broadly follow a bell curve shape.  Those officers who had just been promoted to Officer level (a small number) were less likely to be aware of the JISC’s work.  As time passed knowledge increased (a larger number), however as the officer reached the pinnacle of University posts (a small number), he or she was less likely to keep in touch with the work of the JISC.

“ the higher up in the organisation one goes the more invisible it (JISC) gets”

“the more senior the officer gets the more likely it is that JISC begins to fade into the background”

There is a high degree of consistent comment from the 21 Officers about their level of awareness of JISC’s work:

“not high in the consciousness”

“not highly aware of JISC except in background, does not impinge on day-to-day and do not bump into it”

“how little we understand JISC”

“not sure what JISC is or does and how it fits in”

“blurred view of JISC”

“other senior staff do not understand how it fits in”

“there is so little understanding of what JISC does on the part of managers that it does not occur to them to turn to JISC to input”

“not highly aware of JISC except in the background”

“vague notion”

“never been quite sure of the interface of JISC to physical interface of libraries”

“there is a purpose but not sure what it is”

“peripherally aware- crosses the radar”

“(JISC)not part of my radar…not able to influence it or be influenced by it”

“generally, perhaps if I walked into one of the University departments and asked  “what does JISC do?” the staff wouldn’t be able to answer me”

“JISC is something central and over there”

“what does it actually do?”

“repeatedly surprised at how little we have an understanding of JISC “
3.4 Knowledge of JISC activities

Notwithstanding the lack of awareness and understanding mentioned above, a small minority of interviewees had a keen sense of knowledge of the JISC’s activities. 

3.4.1 Overall knowledge

Several were able to offer a rounded account of the activities of the JISC, ranging from networks through to content/ information environment.

One Officer had come to it more lately:

“one year ago I thought JISC was entirely about backbone and networks but sometime in the last year a report was published on research libraries and I learned through that medium that JISC was interested in electronic information sharing, electronic provision and national awareness”

3.4.2 Computing dimension 

A minority of University officers knew only of JISC’s computing/ national computing infrastructure rather than the information environment:

 “Its about JANET and SUPER JANET”

 “think of it from I.T”

“overall JISC is about capacity and networks and upgrading and advancing better understanding of communication and communicability”

“ role of coordinating computer and data related across the HE and includes technology”

“has a role in  Grid technology across HE”
One respondent highlighted JISC’s role as “providing coordinated procurement of I.T. across HE… advice and protocols especially learning environment”.
The University Officers who did not mention the existence of network/ I.T. related activity, were then prompted by the consultant who asked whether it might form part of JISC activity. In nearly all cases, they said they had taken this function for granted, since it had run in the background and did not immediately come to mind.

In many instances, and perhaps surprisingly, there was confusion/ lack of clarity as to how JISC interacted or had interacted, (if at all), with Government, HEFC, UKERNA, and with other bodies. A small number seemed to know how JISC was funded and its reporting line.
3.4.3 Information environment dimension

Some University Officers explicitly stated that they “were aware that JISC doesn’t just have a computer or data processing role”.

The Information Environment did feature, especially in matters related to briefings and such matters as data protection, intellectual property, and plagiarism. There was some implicit appreciation of the JISC involvement in VLE and MLEs. There was only some appreciation that JISC invited Calls for projects. One University Officer specifically stated that ”JISC funds projects in how best to do teaching and learning…usually under funded”.

3.4.4 Miscellaneous dimensions

It would be natural to associate Officers with strategy rather than operational responsibilities.  It is noted that few interviewees were familiar with the JISC’s Strategy. Most felt that this was not obvious and speculated on the need for increased consultation and better dissemination. However, and perhaps somewhat ironically, there was a large measure of acknowledgement of the JISC’s published material on University Information Strategies that had been used in some measure by many institutions.

It became clear that the University Officers’ acquired knowledge about the extent of JISC activities was closely related to their present or previous line management responsibility for computing or libraries or learning.

Nearly all University Officers stressed that when it was necessary to discover details of JISC work and activities it would be normal for them to refer this to appropriate specialist staff who would brief as necessary. This was not a criticism of the JISC but a strong confidence in their Directors of Libraries, Computing and similar posts.

3.5 Keeping up-to-date

There was a mixed reaction to the question of whether, and by how much, the officers kept up-to-date with JISC activity and work. Most of the Officers did not claim to be up-to-date. A few of the University Officers said they subscribed to JISC MAIL but most had no knowledge of its existence and were concerned that their email was already overloaded with less than essential information. Few consulted the JISC web pages.

Some felt that this was not a pressing requirement:

 “not necessary to keep up with JISC delivery”,

”JISC do not present as a priority” 

Whilst others said:

 “a bit worried that I don’t know the JISC issues at present”

 “need to be informed”

“might be out in the cold when one wants to do something …especially if something goes wrong and where one has ignored advocacy from JISC...would be awful.

But the majority felt there was a need for the JISC to keep them up-to-date though “not in great detail”. Nonetheless a few of the University Officers were assiduous in keeping in touch with JISC activities- “see regular bulletins”
The majority were unaware of the JISC’s newsletter or bulletins.

Those who said they had seen the literature suggested that there was a general feeling that JISC should rethink its bulletins and be brief, concise and non-technical. Most wanted a printed document to read at their leisure.  In one case however, one Officer said he would like the communications to be “live on email with headlines such as “Are you aware that?”.

It was suggested that JISC should look at the work of The Observatory on Borderless Higher Education to see whether any lessons could be learnt.
3.6 JISC: value for money

Notwithstanding this acknowledged lack of awareness, understanding and knowledge of the JISC and its activities and work, paradoxically there was nonetheless a feeling, or an impression, that the JISC was “a good thing”. ”Everyone I speak to rates them (JISC) very highly”. Why University Officers should come to this conclusion was not completely apparent but in some cases it was based on associating the JISC with “network success and upgrading and development” or perhaps the fact that the JISC seems to be running smoothly in the background (network related) without obvious criticism of any particular failures.

There was no denying that JISC was held in good esteem by nearly all of the Officers and had the goodwill of the University Officers interviewed; in only two instance did the interviewees regard JISC as not delivering “that much added value”, one in unspecific terms and the other on the basis of impression of a proliferation of projects of “trivial” sums of money which focused on “small issues”, that did not necessarily deliver significant outcomes of national importance or identify exit strategies. 

In many instances the University Officers thought the JISC level of expenditure was comparatively low or that JISC was not spending an unreasonable amount of money considering what they thought JISC was actually delivering to the community:

“impression that it is worthwhile”

“very thorough and professional”

“performs a valuable role”

“good value for money”

“take it for granted that it is positively done”

“we don’t make the best use of it”

“impression that JISC is a powerful body which sets the agenda in its area “

“does a useful and solid job-take JISC for granted”

“impression that JISC is a positive presence and contributes significantly to research”

“recognise that UK is envied world-wide for having a central coordinating body such as JISC”

“valuable, useful and saves resource”

“has a certain respect in the community”

“remarkable achievement “(re: infrastructure projects)

3.7 Strength and weaknesses

The majority of the interviewees were able to identify certain consistent themes of strengths and weaknesses. A minority of interviewees were unable to express an opinion on strengths, and especially the weaknesses, since their detailed knowledge was insufficient. 

3.7.1 Strengths

University Officers rarely made reference to any specific operational matters instead concentrating on more general attributes.
The major strengths of JISC could be categorised as follows:

· ubiquitous

· coherent

· promoter and disseminator of good practice

· national coordinator

· JISC obviates the need to invent the wheel

· excellent briefing papers

· authoritative with regard to new developments, ideas, concepts, technology and contemporary topical matters

· value for money organisation

· democratic approach to dealing with its clientele

· strong in network and related areas

· “a comfort blanket”

· forum for current debates

· concentration of expertise/ core of experience

· JISC contribution to Universities

· “a lot of what is does is invisible and hope it remains so”

In particular it was the predominant view that the JISC, in effect, was an organisation that had been awarded a virtual standards accreditation in that it was regarded as consistently credible, reliable and authoritative. There was a degree of confidence that information provided by the JISC would be relevant, topical, sound, used without question, and with complete confidence.

3.7.2 Weaknesses

· poor communication and presentation

· poor public relations

· poor marketing

· because of its relative distance, the JISC is difficult to pin down

· diffuse and diluted approach although acknowledgement that adding further education sector had contributed to this position

· inadequate consultation
· profile not that high

· strategy and priorities not readily apparent

· programme calls should concentrate on fewer projects rather than many smaller ones: “ JISC littered with failed projects”
It is unclear exactly what was meant by a 'failed project', whether a failure was perceived to be projects that had not been developed into services, or that the resources created were not being used.  Within the development process there will always be a few failures (projects that did not meet their objectives) and lessons can always learnt from these.  Furthermore, even if a project is thought of as currently "successful" a year later it may have lost its currency, but it would not necessarily be classed as a "failed project". Sustainability is a complex issue which may rely upon long term co-operation between the JISC, the institution which developed the product or service, and/or other institutions such as the HE Academy or Becta, for example.  We note that the JISC is currently encouraging projects and host institutions to think about sustainability in a more creative way.
3.8 JISC contribution to individual Universities

Each University Officers was asked whether, and to what extent, it was believed the JISC had contributed to the work of their University. Two University Officers specifically said it had worked closely with the JISC and had benefited from that relationship.  Several acknowledged that JISC work and activities had positively affected the level of resource, had ensured attention to the area of information and had influenced thinking and decision-making through the briefing papers.  Generally the majority were, at first recall, unable to assess whether the JISC had had any impact on their institution. However when asked whether the JISC had any effect in the area of networks / infrastructure and associated matters, University Officers were quick to say this had been very favourable. It had not been recalled because “JISC ran successfully in the background”. University Officers stressed that specialist staff in their Universities could provide a more detailed commentary.

3.9 The perceived challenge of information provision in individual institutions over the next three to five years.

Each interviewee was asked about the challenge of meeting the information provision needs of their institution over the next three to five years. Information provision was seen in its widest definition from published materials (including electronic) to internally generated, analysed and dissemination internal information/ data.

Several University Officers highlighted the challenge that would arise from 2006 onwards when the costs of fees to students would rise, as would their expectations. There would be a need to ensure that information provision was correspondingly excellent and this would condition University Officers’ thinking. Emphasis was placed on the continuing challenge of obtaining more for less.

Four common themes emerged:

3.9.1 Integrated systems

The challenge of ensuring the delivery of robust, resilient, timely, seamless, integrated systems for the conduct of University business was stressed by most University Officers. This included student records, finance, personnel, learning possibilities etc. Most interviewees made reference to the fact that their Universities were attempting to tackle the challenge of integrated systems at the present time. A few were quietly confident that their Universities were making good progress in implementing such systems and were already or expected soon to be, self sufficient in providing excellent solutions. Others (the majority) were less confident and had experienced a range of continuing problems.

As part of the integrated systems thinking, some were placing emphasis on ensuring access to the student based web service for teaching and learning; VLE and MLEs were mentioned implicitly if not explicitly.

The interviewees were unanimous in remembering the failure of the MAC initiatives and accordingly were reluctant or not prepared to suggest that the JISC might lead any initiative in this respect. Some believed that the lack of willingness to entertain collaborative approaches was influenced by that unfortunate episode. However most interviewees believed that the JISC should keep abreast of examples of good practice associated with integrated systems and should disseminate information as appropriate. 

There was a continuing concern about the ever increasing cost of I.T. budgets, the continuing day-to-day problems of using I.T. and stabilising costs, and ensuring meaningful value for money.

3.9.2 Networks and computing capacity

University Officers identified the topics of networks and computing capacity as being mission critical; the importance to their own institution in ensuring that these services were robust and resilient was stressed. It was recognised that much could be achieved within the institution but generally the interviewees felt that JISC should continue its role of promoting or underpinning this work.

3.9.3 Electronic journals and digitisation

Most of the interviewees thought that the challenge of acquiring access to electronic journals had been largely dealt with, or was well on the way to being solved.  There was a quiet confidence that matters were progressing well. However, some registered concern that there was still some way to go in their own institution and mentioned the possible adverse affect on research in their own institution if access to a wide range of journals could not be secured because of increased cost.

However, the majority of interviewees felt that there was need to ensure that an experienced negotiating organisation was working on behalf of all Universities to secure the best price for electronic delivery of journals. However, there was little awareness that the JISC had been coordinating and funding just such an approach. Some suggested that the JISC should explore the possibility of negotiating an overall consortia deal which would provide all Universities with automatic access to major journals.

There was also a high level of concern about the role of publishers and their profits, and about the rights of authors. It was felt that the JISC was the natural focus for leading and coordinating an academic response to publisher relations. Further they expressed a need for local electronic archives (based on the Open Archives Initiative (OAI)) and suggested that the JISC should support this area. Again there was little understanding that the JISC was already addressing and coordinating matters in both of these areas.

Information needs related to e-learning and distance learning was raised by a minority of University Officers but nonetheless was emphasised as being a very important consideration.

3.9.4 Staffing

Many interviewees suggested that there was still a long way to go in changing and transforming the culture in their Universities with regard to integrated information provision. This would include understanding of information flows and the types of integrated systems required. “JISC hasn’t been able to crack the academic resistance to change in traditional subject areas”. Most felt this was a matter that needed to be internally addressed. However there was a sense of unease that major I.T. projects sometimes lacked leadership, drive and the intellectual capacity to analyse the requirements of a particular University function/ activity, reduce it to simple principles and translate it into workable I.T. solutions. The JISC was not requested to be involved in any detailed way. 

The JISC should be involved in promoting best practice and awareness including consideration of the best learning methods for passing on I.T. skills

3.9.5 Information challenges summary

Overall, most institutions identified integrated management systems, networks and computing capacity, electronic/ digital matters and staffing as their major challenges associated with information provision in the next 3 to 5 years. By and large, the Officers did not identify a detailed role for the JISC (hardly surprising when they were not acquainted with its detailed work) but, where general suggestions were made, it would be true to say that the JISC had already been giving the matter attention and support. In these instances it would suggest that the JISC was not adequately getting across its work programme and activities to this group of University Officers.

One interesting point was raised which might be worth noting viz  “JISC may have to take seriously the implications of new funding of higher education … we may be heading for a time when public sector ethos of higher education might be eroded, where different partnerships and alliances may be necessary. If so what will JISC do?”
4. Points for consideration by the JISC
The Officers, by virtue of their responsibilities, would not be expected to be familiar with operational detail (unless those Officers had recently been at a more operational level in a previous job). It would be expected that the remit and knowledge of University Officers would be more aligned to strategic and policy level considerations. It is with that in mind that the following potential lessons could be drawn from the overall discussion.

4.1 Communication: to whom, why, when, content

The apparent lack of communication between JISC and University Officers in this group needs to be considered. Is there a need for JISC to rethink inter alia what is seen as their “low key approach”,” the turgid style” and “technical approach of the newsletter and associated communications”? (It must be recorded that a couple of the interviewees thought communication was good and relevant, though admittedly this was in the case of Officers who had had reason to engage with the JISC over various measures and were therefore more engaged and knowing). Many Officers said that they received little in the way of communications from the JISC or were unaware of it. Whilst this is not a matter entirely for the JISC, it seemed clear that not all documents were getting to all groups, possibly because mailing was not comprehensive or directed. The JISC might need to determine more closely its target audience and ensure the mailing lists were relevant. 

Whilst one or two were keen to have communication by email, it was interesting to learn that most Officers, burdened by enormous email backlogs, would prefer hardcopy that could be scanned from the comfort of an easy chair during an evening, on a train etc. The Officers suggested that the JISC would do well to write from the viewpoint of the Officers rather than for itself, that is “take on board the non specialist more… and more sensitive to the lay reader”. If the JISC continues to write in its present style there is a danger that there will be less incentive to read their literature.

“JISC needs to think about what comes across the desk…compare the Teaching and Learning Newsletter”.

“If you want large numbers of academics to take action you need to send information to them”

“Do need to keep working on the communication issues- JISC will need to make sure what they are there for, what they are doing” “Need to keep communication lines open”

“it (JISC) should consider an initiative for coming out to talk to senior managers: a good idea for getting engagement too”

4.2 Officer support for JISC: background or foreground?

The JISC has received goodwill and encouragement from the University Officers in this study but it was pointed out that if it wishes to obtain support in the future, perhaps when budgets get tight, or RLN (Research Libraries Network) comes into existence, then the JISC would do well to promote itself rather than apparently run in the background. It will need to position itself and understand which of the sectors it is addressing and ensure it does so. There was a strong feeling, for example, that the senior administrators are not as positively engaged by the JISC as they might be. There could be grounds for the JISC to address this issue. (See also “Consultation and engagement” below)

4.3 Consultation and engagement

The JISC will need to consider the need to consult the University Officers and the best method of doing so. There was a feeling from within the University Officers interviewed that the JISC has not done this adequately and especially when preparing the JISC Strategy. It suggests that the JISC may need to consider working more intensively at engagement. It is no surprise to note in this study that, where the JISC has engaged directly with individual officers, it had subsequently received a better appreciation of its work.

4.4 Positioning

The study revealed that University Officers were broadly unaware of the JISC’s role and how it relates, or might relate, to other bodies such as HEFC, UKERNA, and the Government.  Clarity would be desirable.  Many were concerned that there could be the potential for some wasted duplication of effort and there were grounds for believing that increased collaborative effort might produce dividends. The University Officers were concerned about the potential relationship with the proposed Research Libraries Network (RLN). It was also felt that the JISC could still learn much from the way that the Research Councils conduct their business and organise their communication process. The JISC is also encouraged “to liaise with national academic professional bodies”

4.5 Goodwill and value for money

The JISC might take heart from the generally positive overall comments made about it by the University Officers, albeit that many of the officers were more likely to offer networks and computing capacity alone as evidence, rather than matters associated with the information environment. University Officers believe the JISC is value for money and has undoubted goodwill. One Officer likened the JISC to “a friendly Research Council”

4.6 Perception

The study dealt with perceptions rather than certainly about the reality. JISC may care to ponder on this thought.

4.7 University senior administrators

It would seem from this study that University senior administrators believe they do not feature as regularly or as much in the JISC thinking/ processes/ consultation as do other groups, yet that they hold a significant wealth of knowledge and experience. The JISC might like to consider the options. Senior administrators “would like to know what JISC could do for the heads of administration”; a dialogue may be desirable.

4.8 Promotion of JISC: a necessity?

Does the JISC adequately promote/ disseminate its outcome and its successes?

Not so, judging from the responses of the University Officers. Does it need to celebrate its successes? The evidence from the study would suggest that University Officers remain broadly unaware of the range and detail of the activities of JISC. 

4.9 Networks/ computer capacity

High praise is given for JISC’s perceived role in relation to networks and computer capacity and JISC is asked to continue “to invest in this area”. Should University Officers be made more aware of the JISC work in the information environment? Perhaps it is not necessary when its technical networks/ infastructure work is so highly regarded.

4.10 Praise for briefing and advice

There was almost universal acceptance of the worth of the JISC’s advice and briefing documents which explain and disseminate information of topical relevance and importance, including the “how to do it” and future trends, especially in the areas of compliance, legal and technical matters. Documents that are praised included those on information strategy, freedom of information, copyright, and plagiarism. The briefing papers are being used by the University Officers themselves, by fellow university staff and interestingly by members of Governing Boards. How can the JISC build on this?

4.11 Standard/ Quality assurance

University Officers perceive the JISC as an authoritative and credible body. Consequently JISC pronouncements are taken as both serious and worthwhile. How can the JISC build on this?
4.12  JISC’s Project Calls

In the majority of cases University Officers did not know that JISC initiated Calls for projects in the Information Environment. Where they were aware, there was a feeling that the JISC should not award so many small contracts involving “trivial” amounts of money.

“Want to see fairly big significant projects which make a difference” “Projects which resolve nationally important issues and matters”

4.13 JISC’s future work

There were few recommendations from University Officers suggesting future work for JISC. This was because Officers were broadly unaware of the complete range of its work and activity and were not so familiar with operational matters. Notwithstanding, the University Officers were concerned to suggest that the JISC should be more strategic and focused. They emphasised the need for the JISC to understand its audience more fully, communicate with it, consult it and be closely involved in promoting best practice and collaboration with other similar groups. If the JISC already believes it is doing this, it might like to consider why this perception exists.

5.CONCLUSION
The University Officers highlighted that the JISC was not well understood, and that there was some confusion, lack of awareness and knowledge, in terms of its work, its governance, its positioning, its reporting lines and its relationship with other bodies including its collaboration and partnerships. Nonetheless, it was perceived to be doing a good job, was considered value for money, authoritative and credible.  It published excellent and topical briefing papers for the benefit of the University community, and gave good quality of advice.

Much of this contentment was because it was believed the JISC was running smoothly in the background: when it came to computing matters there had been progress and no significant failures in the networks area. 

It was said that if the JISC did not exist it would need to be invented. It was mentioned by some University Officers that the JISC was the envy of educational organisations in other countries that had not been able to establish such a body. Unsurprisingly, the University Officers concentrated their comments on matters associated with strategy, suggesting that the engagement, consultation and dissemination processes with University Officers needed to be improved. There was concern that in the future the JISC should work with, and not in competition with, other similar organisations. Generally the University Officers suggested the JISC would do well to ensure its positioning is aligned and correct, that it is assured of sustainable support, and that its public relations and communications are capable of further enhancement. 

The findings were perhaps unsurprising in that the University Officers were more concerned to talk about policy and strategy than operational matters. The challenge for the JISC is whether to regard perceptions as reality, and for the JISC to examine positively what can be learnt from the findings.













Information Environment Formative Evaluation EDNER+ is a one year project being undertaken by the Centre for Research in Library & Information Management (CERLIM) at the Manchester Metropolitan University and the Centre for Studies in Advanced Learning Technology (CSALT) at Lancaster University. Details of the project’s work and copies of published reports are available at http://www.cerlim.ac.uk/projects/iee/index.php
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