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Queen Margaret University (QMU) is a single-campus site based near Edinburgh. Once a multi-
campus institution based in central Edinburgh, the university relocated to its current campus 
around ten years ago.

A small, modern and ambitious university, QMU’s vision is to be a university of ideas and 
influence, responding to the changing needs of society in its research and teaching.  
It aims to foster intellectual capital with both a theoretical and practical focus. 
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Plan of action
‘We started with a core switch project, followed by 
replacement access switches, and a new wireless 
network, all of which was completed by December 
2017,’ continues Paul.

‘The original plan had been to replace our wireless 
infrastructure at a later date,’ says Scott.‘However, 
during 2017, our existing WiFi started to deteriorate 
rapidly. Having served us well up until that point, 
increased usage meant that it was no longer the right 
solution for our changing needs.’ 

Increasing use of personal devices on campus was an 
important consideration. Previously, BYOD had been 
‘nice to have’ rather than a necessity but was now an 
expectation on the part of the University’s customers. 

Multi-expertise teams
The transition was a collaborative experience, with 
Scott, Paul and the rest of the IT team working closely 
with Cisco and its executive sponsor John Martin.

‘John understood our requirements and the 
University’s evolution from its early days in the new 
campus’ says Scott. ‘This meant that he could use 
his knowledge and expertise to help us choose 
the right solutions and deliver the best possible 
user experience. We developed a very positive, 
collaborative working relationship with him, as well as 
receiving great support from other areas of the Cisco 
network, including the Executive Briefing Centre team.’

The challenge - a solution fit for the future
The IT team led by Scott Kerr, Head of Information  
& Learning Services, and Paul Davis, Technology 
Manager, knew that their technology could not support 
the University’s strategic vision or long term goals.

As Scott explains: ‘When we first moved to our present 
location, the campus and technology were considered 
state-of-the-art, but a decade later, our technology 
infrastructure had not been refreshed and was out-
of-date, unsupported and no longer supporting the 
University’s growth plans. At the same time, our server 
and storage architecture needed updating, as did our 
wireless infrastructure, so we knew we had a major 
project on our hands.’

Scott and Paul wanted a solution that could fulfil their 
ambition to develop a digital campus and support 
the University’s ambitious future plans in areas 
such as increasing student numbers, online course 
development and international reach. At the same 
time, they also wanted to enable BYOD throughout 
the campus to support changes in student access 
expectations.

Getting started
‘Before we got started, we took the time to consider 
exactly what we wanted to achieve and looked at 
several potential solutions to see how each mapped 
out against our goals,’ says Paul. ‘We were already 
familiar with Cisco, as our existing installation at the 
time included a small quantity of its products. This was 
helpful in our decision-making process, as it meant we 
already understood the levels of quality and reliability 
Cisco could deliver.’
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“ We were already familiar with Cisco... This was helpful 
in our decision-making process, as it meant we already 
understood the levels of quality and reliability Cisco 
could deliver.”
Paul Davis
University Technology Manager
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Improved customer experience

The University’s priority is of course student 
experience, and the new wireless network has been a 
particular success in this area. 

As Paul comments: ‘We’ve seen a 15% increase 
in wireless usage so far. This increased load on 
the network is having a positive impact on student 
experience. For example, those living in on-campus 
accommodation now have reliable WiFi access for 
their studies – but just as importantly, they can access 
streaming services and use video technology to keep 
in contact with family and friends more easily.’

Commercial opportunities

The refresh has opened up other doors for 
the University, including potential commercial 
opportunities. 

The ability to offer a convenient location with 
premium grade WiFi throughout helps makes QMU’s 
accommodation attractive for hire during events such 
as the Edinburgh Festival. It also helps make the 
University more appealing as a conference venue or 
summer school location.

Benefits

Reliable product at a competitive price

‘It’s the small things that count as far as Cisco is 
concerned,’ says Scott. ‘Their products do exactly 
what they say they will do, they are reliable, and the 
costs – particularly for a premium product - are realistic 
in terms of:

• Size of the University
• Depth and complexity of the installation 
• Quality of the equipment. 
‘We wanted best of breed at a competitive price –  
and that’s exactly what we got.’

A robust and secure infrastructure

It is still fairly early days and the installation is not yet 
quite complete, but within the next six months, once 
everything has been transferred over to the Cisco 
infrastructure, the team expects to see the full benefits. 
The University is, however, already benefiting from:

• A high performing network infrastructure that 
supports current and long-term business plans

• A convenient and high quality WiFi infrastructure,  
which has resulted in levels of resilience the 
University didn’t have before.

• Complete security and peace of mind, thanks  
to Cisco’s Identity Services Engine (ISE)

• The capabilities of Software Defined Networking  
within the infrastructure, improving network agility  
and security.

• A secure, reliable datacentre, from both a server  
and storage perspective.
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“ We wanted best of breed at a competitive price –  
and that’s exactly what we got.”
Scott Kerr
Head of Information & Learning Services
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Full circle
For Paul, technology is key to success: ‘We are 
delighted that we have a best of breed solution that 
we can build upon and allows us to be responsive to 
needs. It’s great for students and staff but we hope 
will also play a big part in supporting the University’s 
planned development of an Innovation Park. 

‘Ten years ago, we were state of the art,’ says Scott. 
‘Thanks to Cisco, we are on our way back there again. 
As a small University, we are able to be adventurous  
and put new things in place. We now have a network 
that supports new ways of working and allows us to 
push the boundaries in terms of education delivery  
and staff support.’

Advice for others
What would Scott and Paul say to another academic 
institution – or indeed any organisation – embarking on 
such a major transformation?

‘In reality, there is never a good time to make a major 
change’, says Scott. ‘Our initial timings were driven by 
necessity, as we were pushed by the need to replace 
our legacy and WiFi systems. 

‘However, thanks to Cisco and BT, everything was 
completed more quickly than we had anticipated.  
I would therefore recommend finding a vendor that not 
only understands your sector and individual business 
needs, but will work in partnership, share their 
knowledge and guide you through the process.’

‘We always had ambitious long-term goals,’ adds 
Paul, ‘particularly in terms of creating a smart, IoT-
enabled digital campus that would provide a modern 
and highly flexible learning and social environment 
for our students and staff. We also wanted to build 
an infrastructure that would stand up against our 
competitors’ offerings. 

‘However, we firstly had to step back and focus 
on getting the basics right, starting with the new 
infrastructure, which was always going to be integral 
to our ongoing evolution as an academic institution. 
Planning carefully for the future from the start means 
the possibilities for us are now endless in terms of  
the services we can add as we go along. 

‘Building from the ground up in this way has resulted in 
a future-proofed infrastructure that enables continuous 
improvement and the ability to put new ideas and new 
technology into practice.’

The future
For Scott and Paul, they have succeeded in 3 vital areas:

• Performance
• Security
• Future-proofing.
Scott adds: ‘We can now look to the next stage, which 
includes plans for installing unified collaboration tools 
and building a truly 21st century campus.’ 
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