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Charter, Mission and Strategic Vision  
2011-2016 

 
 

Charter 
 
The Royal College of Art received its Royal Charter as an institution of 
university status in 1967 with the object ‘to advance learning, 
knowledge and professional competence particularly in the field of fine 
art, in the principles and practice of art and design in their relation to 
industrial and commercial processes and social developments and 
other subjects relating thereto, through teaching, research and 
collaboration with industry and commerce’. 
 
 
Mission 

 
The Royal College of Art aims to achieve international standards of 
excellence in the postgraduate and pre-/mid-professional education of 
artists and designers and related practitioners. It aims to achieve 
these through the quality of its teaching, research and practice and 
through its relationship with the institutions, industries and 
technologies associated with the disciplines of art and design. 

 

 
Strategic Vision 
 
To position the Royal College of Art as the world’s leading university 
devoted exclusively to postgraduate art and design education, 
research and knowledge transfer. 
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Executive Summary 

 
• Originally founded in 1837 as the Government School of Design, the RCA is 

the world’s oldest continuously operating design and art university. It 
operates exclusively at postgraduate level. 

 
• Its annual budget is £30m; 65% of its funding comes from the public sector; 

22% from earned income (tuition fees); 13% from other earned and 
contributed income streams, including interest from endowment funds and 
research grants. 

 
• 67% of its student body is engaged in design, architecture and visual 

communication disciplines; 20% in fine art; 13% in humanities.  
 
• The RCA employs approximately 350 staff, many of whom are part-time.  
 
• The RCA boasts an impressive graduate destination track record, with 93% 

gaining employment at an appropriate level in their chosen field within twelve 
months of graduation. 

 
• The RCA is consistently ranked as one of the world’s very best design and art 

schools (most recently by Business Week Magazine Survey 2009); 40% of its 
Research was considered to be of ‘International significance’ and 20% of 
‘International stature’ by the UK-wide Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) 
in 2008. 

 
• The Goals of this Strategic Plan 2011/16 are: 

 
1. Expand the programme of Master’s courses to advance new 

developments in design and art, ensuring twenty-first century relevance. 
 
2. Consolidate research strengths and realise research excellence. 
 
3. Strengthen the culture of design innovation and entrepreneurialism, with 

closer links to industry. 
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• These three goals will be underpinned and accelerated by the following 

important, facilitating factors:  
 
 Institutional Positioning and Advocacy 
 Campus    
 People and Culture  
 Finance  
 
• The Plan incorporates short, medium and long term performance indicators. 
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Introduction: Values, Commitments and Change  
 
In 2010, the RCA embarked upon a strategic planning review, including a 
comprehensive review of its academic vision, via its Planning & Resources 
Committee, its Senior Management Team, Heads of School and Heads of 
Departments fora, and a team of Council members. 
 
This review reaffirmed many of the core academic principles of the RCA, and set a 
number of broad new directives for the ‘new’ RCA. These strategic directions may 
be summarised as follows: 
 
Institutional values: 
 
• Creativity and innovation 
 
• Advanced, challenging existing thinking and practice, experimentation, 

exploration 
 
• Internationally recognised excellence, world-class institution 
 
• Relevance to the twenty-first century and the world (social, cultural, 

technological and economic impact) 
 
• Independence and high-level collaboration 
 
• Flexible, adaptable, dynamic. 
 

A continued commitment to: 
 
• Being an independent specialist institution, engaged across a spectrum of 

disciplines broadly representing art and design as well as those concerned 
with the history and interpretation of the arts and design. 
 

• Being a ‘selecting institution’, able to recruit and prepared to accept only 
students of exceptional ability and potential.  
 

• Academic leadership and teaching by distinguished thinkers and practitioners 
in art and design. 
 

• Three core strands of activity: postgraduate teaching; research; innovation 
and knowledge transfer. 
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• The distinctive two-year full-time MA as the core (but not the only) strand of 

teaching. 
 

• Sustaining a vibrant physical community of exceptionally talented staff and 
students, and making appropriate facilities and expertise available to support 
their work. 

 
• Exploring and developing opportunities for remote learning and teaching in the 

curriculum, based on the experience gained from CCA Inspire and F&T 
Menswear sustainable fashion projects. 

 
 

Allied with the introduction of: 
 
• An expanded range of disciplines and subjects for postgraduate teaching, 

reflecting and influencing world trends in the cultural and creative industries 
 
• Combining deep specialist training and education with broad ‘design thinking’ 
 
• An expanded ambition and a consolidated strategy for research, leading to a 

more effective balance between individual staff projects and sustained, 
collaborative, thematic research linked to four ‘hubs’ and/or research centres. 
At MPhil and PhD levels, a more proactive recruitment of research candidates 
in fields of strategic priority to the RCA. The long-term goal of establishing 
SustainRCA as a research centre with post-Master’s Research Associates 
 

• An academic structure that facilitates flexibility, adaptability and dynamic 
change in what the RCA teaches and in the range of experiences it can provide 
for its students 
 

• An expanded ambition and consolidated strategy for innovation and 
knowledge transfer, integrating the work of existing initiatives (InnovationRCA 
and Design London), and leading to higher performance in IP development, 
business incubation, industry engagement 

 
• A larger and more international community with greater levels of participation 

of staff and students from developed and developing nations alongside those 
from Europe 

 
• A more pro-active approach to forming collaborations in teaching, research 

and knowledge transfer with world-class HEIs, other organisations and 
industry partners in the UK and overseas 
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• A continuing process of benchmarking the academic performance of the RCA 

against international competitors, as well as satisfying the UK government’s 
expectations of a publicly funded UK HEI 
 

• An expanded role internationally in HE consulting and executive 
education/design management programmes 
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Strategic Goal 1: Expand the programme of Master’s courses 
to advance new developments in design and art, ensuring 
twenty-first century relevance 

 
Postgraduate teaching is the most substantial area of the RCA’s activity and the 
College has an international reputation for its distinctive two-year full-time MA 
degrees awarded across more than twenty disciplines. The aim over the next five 
years will be to expand the range of disciplines and areas of specialisation taught 
at the RCA to better reflect and influence thinking and practice in art and design in 
the 21st century and in an international context. Curriculum development will 
enhance the opportunities for students to combine deep specialist education with 
interdisciplinary experiences. This will help to equip students with broader 
personal and professional knowledge and skills, particularly in such areas as team-
working, design thinking, entrepreneurship, design for social need and sustainable 
design. 
 
An outcome of goal 1 will be a 50% increase in student numbers to approximately 
1,500 by October 2014; this will be caused by additional recruitment to existing 
courses, combined with recruitment to new courses that have been successfully 
validated. 
 
 
These will comprise: 
 
MA Interior Design – 2012 
MA City Design – post-2015 
MArch Architecture (1 yr) – 2012 
MA Animation (Documentary) – post-2015 
MA Information Design 
MA Digital Games (Imperial/NFTS) 
MA Sound Design – post-2015 
MA Service Design – 2012 
MA Global Innovation Design 
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Strategic Goal 2: Consolidate and Realise Research Excellence 

 
Research is a vital element of the RCA’s ‘body politic’. An energetic, rigorous 
research culture underpins the reputational prestige of the College; it updates and 
informs the taught elements of the Master’s courses; it is a magnet for high-
calibre faculty; and it advances fine art and design practice – the central tenet of 
the RCA mission. 
 
The Helen Hamlyn Centre for Design is the RCA’s largest research centre, with a 
ten-year track record in attracting major UK research council and corporate 
support. Its specialism is Healthcare and Design for our future selves, and it 
operates in three “labs”:  
 
1. Patient Safety and Designing out Medical Error 
2. Age and Ability 
3. Workplace and City 
 
The RCA will prioritise four, new research ‘hubs’ during this five-year strategic 
plan.  
 
1. Dialogues of Form and Surface  
2. Image and Language 
3. Cultures of Curating 
4. Design, Innovation and Society. 

 
These groups will operate on an interdisciplinary basis, drawing upon scholarship 
from different Schools and partner institutions. 
 
In 2007, the RCA established an International Development Strategy Group. Its 
recommendation was to establish a small number of strategic alliances with key 
HEIs of comparable academic repute in world cities: the following potential 
partners have been identified: 
 
China 
 
Tsinghua University, Beijing; 
CAFA, Beijing. 
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United States 
 
Parsons, the New School for Design, New York City; 
Pratt Institute, New York City; 
Stanford University, Palo Alto. 
 
Europe 
 
Aalto University, Helsinki; 
Politecnico di Milano. 
 
 
 
Over the next five years, these relationships will be tested through: research 
collaborations; teaching; knowledge transfer; and recruitment. To date, formal 
research, faculty/student exchange and teaching programmes have been 
established with Tsinghua and Politecnico di Milano. 
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Strategic Goal 3:  Strengthen the culture of innovation and 
entrepreneurialism with closer links to Industry 
 
The RCA’s Charter exhorts the College to engage with industry and commerce.  
 
InnovationRCA assists current students and recent graduates to take a design 
concept to market. Its ‘Selected Works’ programme places a small number of 
student projects into an incubator, providing Intellectual Property, proof of 
concept, engineering and business skills advice.  
 
Design London was founded in 2007 with public-sector funding to promote cross-
disciplinary innovation. It is a ‘triangle’ partnership comprising Imperial College’s 
Business School, its Engineering Faculty and the RCA. It has enjoyed a number of 
early commercial successes. In 2011, Design London reached the end of its 
planned four-year programme. Beyond 2011, Imperial and RCA Fellowships will 
continue to be offered to all Master’s programme students; the legacy outcomes 
of Design London’s highly successful cross-ICL/RCA teaching programme will be 
accelerated in the ICL School of Engineering, and InnovationRCA will adopt the 
best principles of cross-ICL/RCA working practices, creating “triangle” projects 
between Engineers, MBAs and Design students drawn from both institutions. 
InnovationRCA will occupy an enlarged new purpose-built space in the Dyson 
Building in 2012. An entire floor will in addition be used for recent alumni start-ups. 
 
Through these two programmes, the RCA makes more disclosures and registers 
more patents than any other design university in the UK and can boast an 
impressive roster of past and recent commercial success stories. It is central to 
the public purpose of the RCA, and to the public investment it receives, that high-
calibre knowledge transfer and exchange are prioritised and strengthened. 
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Facilitating Factors 

 
The following four factors will underpin and accelerate the RCA’s ability to meet 
the three strategic goals outlined above. 

 
 
Factor 1: Institutional Positioning and Advocacy 
 
Showcasing Talent 
The RCA will promote its talent through a focused and prominent programme of 
public exhibitions curated by staff, students and alumni.  
 
National and International Stature 
The RCA is an international university, attracting talent from some fifty-three 
countries. It is essential that the RCA is – and is perceived to be – an international 
centre of excellence, not simply ‘Britain’s best art school’. On a national and 
international level, the RCA will conduct a reputational survey gauging stakeholder 
perceptions and demonstrating the success of the RCA in the Government’s new 
‘employability’ metrics.  

  
 

Factor 2: Campus  
 
By 2014, the RCA will have expanded its physical space by one third, following the 
completion of Phase 3 Battersea. However, with student numbers estimated to 
grow by 50% by 2014/15 and further growth planned thereafter as new courses 
are introduced, the RCA will need to expand its campus at Battersea yet again, 
beyond the footprint of 2014, and upgrade its Kensington facilities. In order to 
deliver world-class facilities befitting the world’s pre-eminent art and design 
school, a masterplan will be undertaken in 2011 which will present options on 
possible expansion, most effective departmental adjacencies, and optimal space 
usage. Complementing the master planning exercise, the RCA will publish a five-
year Carbon Management Plan by March 2011 in an effort to control scope one and 
two carbon emissions. 
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Factor 3: People and Culture 
 
The RCA employs approximately 350 staff, representing 261 FTEs. It has always 
prided itself on recruiting the very best practitioners in their field to join its 
academic staff and it will remain essential to the unique quality of the RCA 
teaching and research culture to ensure that it attracts and retains the world’s 
most eminent academics and the most inspiring practising artists and designers.  

 
 
 
Factor 4: Finance 
 
In 2010, the RCA received c. 65% of its operating budget from the Higher 
Education Funding Council of England (HEFCE). This reliance on public funding 
broadly mirrors that of post-1992 universities. The “Russell Group” (with which the 
RCA would typically self identify in terms of academic and research excellence) 
relies on a much smaller percentage of public subsidy.  
 
The RCA must diversify its income streams in order to protect itself from an over-
reliance upon any single income stream and generate a greater sense of 
autonomy. This will include increasing the number of overseas students above the 
current 20% of student body in 2009/10.  It will also see the RCA embark upon 
fee-based international consultancy work in higher and executive education.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Paul Thompson 
4.10.10 
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