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3.1 Using the quality system in strategic management
- Korkeakoulun itsearviointi

The UO’s strategic management, operations management and quality system form an integral
entity. The quality system supports the attainment of the objectives set for the UO’s operation
and enables strategic management and strategy-based operations management in keeping with
the principle of continuous improvement. The principles of the quality system are applied in the
strategic management as a part of planning, steering and follow-up processes according to the
division of responsibilities.

Division of Responsibilities and Organisational Structures

The effective functioning of the UO’s strategic management is ensured by defining managerial
responsibilities. As regards the UO’s strategic management, the central responsibilities are
manifested as responsibilities in strategic planning, strategy implementation and the follow-up of
the strategic activities. The roles and responsibilities for strategic management are described in
the university regulations and the principles of operations management.

The administrative bodies of the UO also have certain responsibilities, duties, and roles in
enhancing the UO’s strategic management. For example, the management groups and councils
led by Vice-Rectors connect the university-level and unit-level strategic management, and thus
have a key role in supporting strategic management throughout the organisation. Besides the
roles and responsibilities based on the UO’s management system, the strategic management of
the UO is also supported by the organisational structures which transcend the faculty-based
organisational boundaries enhancing the planning and implementation of activities and
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evaluation-based development. The multidisciplinary focus institutes have a key role in
supporting the strategic development of research activities in this respect.

Implementation of the Strategy and Operational Planning

The connection between the quality system and strategic management is fulfilled considerably
through the practices of internal planning and steering. The UO’s strategy is implemented
through the strategic development programmes which are prepared for the UO’s core activities
and other priority areas selected by the Board for each strategy period. The implementation is
conducted by predefined processes and practices of annual planning defined in the principles of
operations management. The implementation of the strategy is also supported by the annual
faculty-specific target and performance negotiations as part of the annual planning cycle.
Furthermore, the strategic planning process is backed up by kick-off events for annual planning
and other types of communication between the UO management and the units.  

A broader background to the annual planning of strategy implementation is provided in the long-
range planning process, which focuses on the results, resources, and risks of the core activities
with five-year scope. Both the practices for the annual planning of strategy implementation and
long-range planning are put in place to support the effectiveness and coherence of the strategic
management. In general, the UO’s quality system has predefined process for strategic planning
and implementation in place. However, strategic planning could be still improved by making the
unit-level strategy process more consistent throughout the organisation.

Applying follow-up information to strategic management

One of the quality system’s key tasks is to produce information for the needs of strategic and
operations management. The follow-up information is utilised in several ways in the UO. From the
perspective of strategic management, the core of the follow-up information lies in the indicators
defined for each of the strategic key areas. The follow-up information on strategic focus areas is
monitored according to the UO’s management system and managerial responsibilities. The
University Board is provided regularly with the indicator data describing the core activities of the
UO development. Furthermore, a broader review of the results and key activities in the UO’s
strategic key areas is conducted by the Board as a part of the annual cycle of strategic
management. Tailored indicator data on the operation is also produced for the needs of strategic
and operations management. For instance, the UO management is regularly provided with
different analyses and reports related to topical issues in strategic management. The information
produced by the UO’s quality system has also been utilised in the strategy workshops of the
University Board and the UO management.

Besides the follow-up indicators of the core strategic areas, there are also several follow-up
reports which are utilised in strategic management. For instance, an indicator set has been
developed and deployed for the profiling areas of the UO’s research and the research projects
included in the areas to follow the overall performance of the areas and projects. Similarly, the
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performance of the research projects supported by strategic funding under the focus institutes is
followed regularly by the indicator set developed for this specific purpose. The follow-up of these
projects and activities consists of final reporting covering the whole four-year project period and
yearly reporting focusing on the key performance indicators defined for this follow-up purpose.
Furthermore, the follow-up data on the usage of the UO’s research infrastructures are utilised in
strategic management, for example, by incorporating the information provided in this follow-up to
the analysis of research activities at the unit-level.

The key indicators following the performance of core activities and attainment of strategic
objectives are presented in the UO’s reporting portal for the actors with managerial
responsibilities. Besides the information presented in the UO’s reporting portal, part of the
strategic follow-up information is also distributed in separate reports and documents. The
information provided in the reporting portal and by other channels is utilised in the management
of daily activities.

The UO’s strategic management is also bolstered by applying evaluative information. For
instance, the UO has established procedures for conducting a research assessment exercise
(RAE) and applying the results of this evaluation in both strategic and operational development of
activities. Research evaluations are used also as a tool for directing strategic funding to research
focus areas and areas in need of development. This is carried out under the multidisciplinary
focus institutes that coordinate the focus areas of the UO’s research. This evaluative practice has
also an established role in developing research activities and supporting both strategic spearhead
projects and emerging research themes in the UO.

The UO has developed its capability to respond to the changes in operation environment by
conducting foresight projects both at the university and at the faculty level. For example, the
ongoing strategic development programme for education was preceded by a foresight project
focusing on the digitalisation of education. Furthermore, the strategic management and strategic
awareness of the UO have been enhanced by incorporating environment analysis approaches to
management practices.

Strengths Enhancement areas
The organisational structure supports the
implementation of the strategy. Strategic planning could be more consistent.

Planning and implementation of multidisciplinary
research in focus institutes and through projects in
profiling research areas.

Coverage of follow-up reporting could still be developed.

The university-wide graduate school supports the
development of doctoral education.

The utilisation of follow-up information could still be
improved.
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- Auditointiryhmän arvio

The quality policy supports the multidisciplinary profile and collaboration of
the University of Oulu

The current quality system of the university has been updated in the spring of 2023, and it is
connected to the university’s strategy. It includes an annual planning cycle at both university and
faculty levels. The quality system includes a quality policy, which is open to the public. According
to the audit visit, specific targets and performances are then negotiated between management
and staff. The system also includes a five-year long-range planning process which focuses on the
resources, risks, and results of the core activities. The quality policy supports the multidisciplinary
profile of the university and its cooperation with external partners. According to the audit visit,
the profile of the University of Oulu is high and well-known.

According to the audit visit and self-assessment report, the university has a Quality work steering
group, headed by the Development Director, and a quality network. A Quality Specialist
coordinates the implementation of quality management principles and procedures. The quality
system covers educational provision, research, and societal engagement including the quality
system itself. Systematic feedback and processes are available for evaluating and developing
study programmes. Utilisation of both internal and external feedback has increased the
contribution impact of the university activities in this area, but there remain differences between
faculties.

According to the audit visit, the staff can find information about the quality system including
news and current topics on the university’s intranet Patio. They can also comment on posts on
the site, use a discussion platform, share good practices, and send ideas and feedback to the
management. Instructions, news, and events for students can be found on the student page.

The PDCA cycle is included in the quality system. The first part of the PDCA cycle, creating plans
(P) is much more advanced than doing (D), checking up of doing (C) and acting (A) throughout
the university. In the audit workshop, teachers also pointed out the importance of closing the
loop, i.e., doing a quality check in every working group and meeting. The audit team
recommends the university to make sure that the whole PDCA cycle is used to develop its
activities.

The audit team found evidence during the audit visit that information generated by the quality
system is used in the management of the university. One example is that Board members are
well informed during Board meetings about how the indicators for strategic goals are met in the
university’s core activities. Before each meeting of the University Board, they are provided with
indicator data describing the developments in all core activities at the university, especially
targeted at the strategic objectives. At the executive level, the strategy follow-up is linked closely
to the management group activities.
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Connection between quality system and strategic management could be
strengthened

According to evidence gathered during the audit visit, the quality system could be more
integrated into the strategic management at the university. This would increase internal
connections and enhancement possibilities in the daily work of educational provision, research,
and cooperation across the university. It would also facilitate the work with follow-ups and
analyses of the strategy implementation both in short and long-term development.

According to the audit visit, staff are aware of and pleased with the overall strategic goals of the
university. Most staff know what is expected from them. Strategic goals are discussed in the
faculty council, regular meetings with staff, and in annual development discussions between staff
and their line managers.

According to the audit interviews, the UO strategy contains too many strategic objectives. Some
faculties prioritised the most important objectives in their own strategies. The university’s
strategy update was approved during the audit visit. The audit team recommends that in the
implementation of the updated strategy special consideration is given to the seamless and easy
to communicate linkage between the strategy and its execution.


