UDI Fellows

Design Session
March 3,2026 | Tempe, Arizona

On Tuesday, March 3, 2026, the University Design Institute (UDI) hosted a U.S. Fellows Design
Session in Tempe, Arizona, convening university presidents, system leaders, and strategic
partners to explore the future strategy of the UDI U.S. Practice. The convening focused on
clarifying UDI's national role while examining structural redesign opportunities across U.S. higher
education.

The discussion centered on system-level transformation (not incremental reform) and reflected a
shared recognition that the sector is in a consequential design window. Participants emphasized
the urgency of moving decisively to capitalize on this

moment, advancing visible forward momentumin

shaping the next institutional paradigm.

The goals for the convening included:

» Collaborating to share expertise, perspectives, and
ideas

 Imagining future challenges and emerging needs in
higher education

« Identifying design opportunities to advance
structural innovation

« Generating ideas for thought leadership and sector
influence

Core Discussion Themes

1. Shift from Scarcity Mindsets to Learner-Centered
Design: Higher education remains anchored in
19th-century architectures defined by limited access
and structural scarcity (credit hours, semester
calendars, departmental silos). The future university
must transition from these prestige-driven models
toward structural adaptability, enabling lifelong
"self-actualization” for learners across decades.
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2. Leadership as aforce for change:
Transformation depends on leaders willing to
move beyond consensus management to
structuralimagination. Leaders must treat
design as a core strategic tool to distinguish
between real legal barriers and the “illusion of
obstacles”, cultural habits and inherited
assumptions masquerading as immutable laws.
Success requires the speed of execution and
the courage to interrogate the “no.”

3. Governance as the High-Leverage Pivot:
Boards are often the primary bottleneck to
transformation, anchored to legacy metrics and
risk aversion. Sustaining reform beyond a single
presidency requires “design literacy” for
trustees. Aligning governing boards with
long-term mission clarity is essential to ensure
that transformation outlives the individual
“transformer.”

4. Mission-Driven Excellence vs. Generic
Prestige: “Excellence” has become a diluted,
ranking-driven metric that encourages
institutions to imitate one another. Institutions
must reclaim excellence by shifting from
competitive imitation and exclusion toward
mission clarity, human flourishing, and
measurable societal contribution. Market
opportunity should emerge from a unique,
differentiated purpose rather than zero-sum
enrollment competition.

5. Outside-In Regional Architecture:
Redesign cannot be internally driven;
community needs, workforce dynamics, and
local economies need to frame institutional
architecture, as when institutions anchor
strategy in place-based civic realities, success
follows coherence.
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6. Faculty as Co-Designers: Transformation
isimpossible if faculty incentives remain
misaligned with institutional purpose.
Capacity must be unleashed by broadening
the definition of faculty roles and modernizing
outdated RPT (Retention, Promotion, and
Tenure) models, moving faculty from
defenders of the past to designers of the
future.

7. The University as a Trusted Validator: As
delivery methods evolve, universities must
remain powerful symbols of legitimacy and
market trust. Credentialing and validation
processes must be revised to ensure students
can translate knowledge into tangible
economic and societal outcomes without
losing the institution's role as a trusted
validator.

Contextualizing Discussion
Takeaways

The Fellows identified a set of interlocking
challenges constraining meaningful redesign.
These are not isolated problems but mutually
reinforcing dynamics that limit institutional
agency at a consequentialmoment for the
sector. (Core Challenges on next page)
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1. Leadership Without Design Courage: Many institutions lack leaders willing to take on
real transformation. Presidential selection in US higher education processes often filters for
conformity over conviction, privileging consensus management over structural imagination.
Visioning exercises frequently give way to retrenchment within aleader’s tenure. The result
is risk aversion at precisely the moment when strategic risk is required.

2. Governance Misalignment: Boards are anchored to legacy metrics, short-term
performance pressures, and a default posture of risk aversion; governance structures often
constrain transformation rather than enable it. The result is preservation of the status quo at
precisely the moment structural repositioning is required. Presidential selection patterns
reinforce this instability. Leaders are commonly chosen in reaction to their predecessors
(boldness followed by caution, caution followed by reform), producing cyclical correction
than sustained strategic direction.

3. Homogenization of Excellence: “Excellence” has become diluted, generic, and
externally defined- shaped by rankings, branding, and growth metrics rather than
institutional mission. In this environment, universities increasingly imitate one another,
converging around similar strategies, structures, and aspirations regardless of context.
Growth has become the default solution to institutional challenges: more students, more
programs, more research, more visibility. This dynamic flattens a radically heterogeneous
sector. Research-intensive flagships, regional comprehensives, community colleges, private
institutions, and emerging models are frequently treated as variations of a single template
rather than distinct institutional forms with differentiated purposes.

4. Structural Rigidity: Higher education remains anchored to a 19th-century operating
system: credit hours, semester calendars, tenure and RPT architectures, departmental silos,
accreditation frameworks, and layered administrative structures. While these mechanisms
once stabilized and scaled the sector, they now function as constraints on adaptation. The
barrier is not alack of innovation at the margins, but the persistence of inherited design
assumptions at the core. Institutions are highly capable of addition (new programs, initiatives,
centers, strategic plans) but struggle with subtraction. Incremental layering substitutes for
structural redesign, increasing complexity without increasing coherence.

5. lllusion of Constraints: Many barriers to change are cultural habits masquerading as
legal or structuralimpossibilities. Over time, precedent hardens into assumption, and
assumption is mistaken for policy. The narrative of constraint becomes self-reinforcing,
limiting institutional imagination before redesign is seriously attempted. Innovation requires
interrogating the “no.” When aninitiative is blocked, the critical questionis: Is there an actual
structural or policy barrier- or are we relying on precedent? In many cases, the constraint is
cultural rather than statutory. Where formal barriers do exist, they can often be revised.
Where they do not, institutions can move forward rather than default to inherited limits.
Transformation depends on distinguishing between what is prohibited and what is merely
customary.

U.S. Fellows Design Convening % University Design | Transforming Higher Education

Institute

Page 3| March 2026 Arizona State University G m o



https://udi.asu.edu/

Core Challenges (2/2)

6. Mission Drives Markets: Rather than designing from long-term mission clarity,
many institutions compete for short-term share- students, rankings, prestige, and

, visibility. Market anxiety drives imitation and fragmentation, reinforcing convergence

“ rather than differentiation. Design must initiate from the mission. And the mission must

be place-based and community-oriented. The starting question is not, “How do we
capture more share?” but “What does this community need, and how can this institution
uniquely meet that need?” Market opportunity should emerge from mission clarity, not
replace it. When institutions anchor strategy in differentiated purpose, success follows
coherence. Fragmentation arises when institutions blur purpose in pursuit of status
rather than designing in response to distinct civic, regional, and workforce realities.
Absent mission-centered design, competition becomes reactive.

) Expert Insights on Design Opportunities

1. Leadership Development as the risk aversion and legacy metrics. The discussion

Centerpiece stressed that institutional transformation requires
education of the board alongside the president.
Fellows suggested developing a defined strategy
for board education that includes:

Multiple conversations surfaced concerns that
current presidential search and selection
processes filter for managerial steadiness rather
than design courage. If institutions are to move » Trustee design literacy programs
from legacy architecture toward adaptive models,

_ « Governance alignment workshops
leaders must function as change agents. Fellows

called for UDI to offer a differentiated model that * Clarification of strategic KPIs aligned with
includes: mission and transformation
« Develop leaders as designers, not just 3. Human Capital and Faculty Redesign
administrators RPT structures and narrow prestige metrics drive
« Strengthening presidential onboarding and behaviors that may conflict with long-term
board-chair alignment. institutional design goals. If institutions are to

redefine excellence and public value, faculty
systems must evolve accordingly. Priority areas
include:

* Rethinking the RPT system

» Broadening definitions of faculty roles

« |dentifying and cultivating emerging leaders
earlier intheir careers.

» Advocacy for unconventional leaders.
2. Engagement of Governing Boards

Governance was identified as one of the primary
bottlenecks to institutional transformation, as
boards often lack the design literacy necessaryto ~ * Alignir?g institutional values with operational
evaluate bold strategic shifts and may default to incentives

 Faculty of the future
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4.New Models, Readiness and Transformation
Incubators

UDI should transition from one-off advisory
engagements to cohort-based transformation
incubators. There was support for evolving toward
Transformation Incubators that support institutions
beyond strategy sessions and into sustained
implementation. These incubators would convene
groups of institutions facing shared structural
challenges such as Al integration or regional
system reform.

This model would enable UDI to:

« Engage “hungry” institutions that possess the will
to change but lack design capacity

« Build to regional and community needs

» Scaleimpact through shared “blueprints” rather
than solving the same problem inisolation

5. National Impact Forum

Fellows strongly supported establishing an annual,
invite-only National Impact Forum to bring together
university presidents, government officials, industry
leaders, and funders to identify the most pressing
design challenges facing the higher education
sector every year. Fellows advocated for an
intimate gathering, small enough for honest,
high-stakes exchange rather than a standard
large-scale conference. The forum will be built
around a specific, named problem, not a general
conversation about higher education, and will
purposefully include outside voices such as
employers, community leaders, and government
officials. Crucially, the agenda will explicitly include
"learning from failure" as a key differentiator,
resulting in areport with original analysis meant to
drive real change for the sector.

6. UDI as an Observatory and Knowledge Hub
Fellows converged on positioning UDI as a national
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observatory for institutional design, shaping the
intellectual backbone of transformation work
across the sector. This includes:

 Curating case studies of real transformation
efforts.

Documenting the lessons from both successes
and failures.

» Producing accessible, question-centered
scholarship.

» Convening cross-sector dialogue that informs
policy and practice.

« Highlighting and celebrating credible examples
of change.

 Establishing a Signature Annual Report: The
session solidified the goal for UDI to produce an
annual report that serves as the definitive
national source for information on institutional
design and transformation. This document is
intended to be the "go-to" source for the sector,
providing original analysis and unique
data-driven perspectives that cannot be found
elsewhere.

7.Network Expansion and Legitimacy
Anchors

Building a durable network was viewed as critical
to sustaining impact. Fellows named specific
organizations that represent both partnership
opportunities and legitimacy anchors for national
influence. Potential partners and amplifier names
include:

« Associations such as ACE, AGB, AAUP, CHEA,
NACUBO, and UIA

 Philanthropic partners such as Lumina and
Gates

« Academic collaborators such as Harvard GSE
and Stanford d.school

« Amplifiers such as Forbes, Educause, Google,
and broader media platforms
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