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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

STRATEGIC PLAN

2018/2023

Lead the development of centralised applicati ons systems

Build on the existi ng strengths of CAO in delivering successful shared services to the sector; support HEIs in the 
promoti on of educati on in Ireland and overseas; and, proacti vely provide applicati on processing services for 
categories of applicati on that are currently un-serviced and/or under-serviced.

Enable greater access to and use of data to support HEIs

Conti nue to build on the accessibility of data through enhancements to the CAO interface for HEIs. Make 
self-service reporti ng tools available to HEIs to allow for data interrogati on in a user-friendly manner. 

Enable the CAO to be the portal of choice for all applicati ons and all HEIs for all 
entrant access points

Explore how to channel diverse applicant types through the CAO applicati on system, reducing the need for 
local applicati on processing by HEIs. 

Build mechanisms for more systemati c and strategic consultati on and 
engagement with HEIs

Streamline processes and reduce duplicati on of eff ort through a combinati on of knowledge sharing and 
cooperati on e.g. HEI visits and group sessions with HEIs to defi ne common goals. 

Advance ICT and system usability

Enhance interacti on between CAO and applicants, and CAO and admissions offi  cers, exploiti ng technology to 
improve the service. 

Development and training

Enhance opportuniti es for staff  development and training; build on the existi ng cohesion of the staff  
and management team; create opportuniti es for staff  to grow their involvment in achieving the strategic 
objecti ves of CAO.

Maintenance of self-funding model

Conti nue to maintain a self-funded model and ensure that all monies are expended with considerati on of 
value for money, regularity, and propriety. Perform a cost benefi t analysis and fi nancial impact assessment 
prior to engaging in any new acti vity.

Mechanisms of handling emerging issues

CAO will monitor the environment it operates in and prepare for changes that might impact on the acti viti es 
of the Company, e.g. regulatory change, changes to the educati on environment, etc.

SUMMARY OF STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 2018 – 2023

“The mission of the CAO is to be the leading provider of centralised applicati on processing 
services for Irish post-secondary educati on providers; this Plan explores how the CAO can 
conti nue to realise this vision. Stakeholder needs, and the ways that various stakeholders 
interact with CAO, are changing. This Plan identi fi es both the challenges and the 
opportuniti es, and presents a set of strategic prioriti es designed to reaffi  rm CAO’s positi on 

as a leading provider of shared services for the Irish higher educati on sector. 

Mar Chathaoirleach ar an Bhord Sti úrthóirí, táim ag tnúth le tacaíocht a thabhairt do 
bhainistí ocht agus d’fh oireann CAO agus an Plean seo a chur i bhfeidhm”.  

Professor Pól Ó Dochartaigh, MRIA
Chairman, Central Applicati ons Offi  ce
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of the CAO’s Strategic Plan is to guide the Central Applicati ons Offi  ce (CAO) through 
the major developments in the changing higher educati on landscape to 2023. The Plan builds on 
the strategic objecti ves of its predecessor, the Central Applicati ons Offi  ce 5 Year Strategic Plan 
2013 – 2017.

This Executi ve Summary has been prepared to provide a brief overview of the strategic planning 
process, and the prioriti es emerging from the plan. The full plan is available in the About Us 
secti on, on www.cao.ie.

The Central Applicati ons Offi  ce Strategic Plan 2018 – 2023 explores the challenges and opportuniti es 
facing the company. It also sets out the organisati on’s key prioriti es to ensure conti nued success as 
a shared service provider for the Irish higher educati on sector. 

Founded in the mid-1970s, the CAO is widely regarded as the principal working example of shared 
services within the higher educati on sector in Ireland. With just under 15,000 applicants, fi ve 
parti cipati ng insti tuti ons and 69 courses on off er in 1977, the organisati on experienced signifi cant 
growth over a 40 year period with over 81,000 applicants, 39 insti tuti ons and 1,323 courses on 
off er in 2017. The primary role of the CAO has traditi onally been the processing of applicati ons 
for fi rst-year admission to a range of undergraduate courses in the Republic of Ireland; there is 
potenti al for delivering further services employing this model.

The CAO has a permanent staff  of 13, and up to 35 seasonal staff  are engaged each year to deal 
with peaks in clerical work. The organisati on is governed by a board of directors drawn from the 
membership, which is representati ve of the higher educati on sector. membership, which is representati ve of the higher educati on sector. 

STAKEHOLDERS

Strong stakeholder relati onships have been essenti al in helping CAO to conti nually deliver on 
its mission and values for over 40 years.  Figure 1.1. provides a summary of these diff erent 
stakeholders. 

Figure 1.1. Summary of CAO Stakeholders
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CONSULTATION WITH STAKEHOLDERS

The CAO has successfully completed a strategic cycle 2013 to 2017 and has accordingly created 
internal capabiliti es to take greater control and ownership of the next strategic plan. For this 
strategic plan, the company decided to draw upon the knowledge base within the CAO staff , as 
well as feedback from admissions offi  cers. Recommendati ons were also sought from Registrars 
Groups and other key stakeholders including the Insti tute of Guidance Counsellors, the Union of 
Students in Ireland, the Department of Educati on & Skills, and the State Examinati ons Commission.

Progress reports will be provided by management to the CAO board of directors. During the 
lifecycle of this plan it is expected that the Implementati on Plan will evolve in line with changes to 
the landscape and changing stakeholder needs.  

Development

Implementati on Plan prepared by 
CAO management in consultati on 

with Strategic Planning Committ ee.

Implementati on

Timelines for Implementati on Plan 
elements discussed with CAO staff .  
Key projects and tasks shared with 

relevant CAO staff  members. 

Monitoring

Internal monitoring of the 
Implementati on Plan elements by 

CAO management.  Interim reviews 
provided by CAO management for the 

CAO board of directors. 

Adaptati on

Ongoing monitoring and adaptati on 
of strategic prioriti es throughout the 
lifecycle of the plan in the context of 

evolving stakeholder needs and changes 
in the educati onal landscape.

Fig. 1.2 The Implementati on Process

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN

A detailed Implementati on Plan will be prepared by CAO management in consultati on with the 
Strategic Planning Committ ee. The implementati on and internal monitoring of this plan will be the 
responsibility of CAO management. 
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