
RCSI Conferring Ceremony Review

Conferring ceremonies are a significant and 
memorable milestone for graduands and their 
families, and a highlight of the year for faculty and 
staff. Over the past number of years, driven by a 
growing student body, the duration of the RCSI 
conferring ceremonies had lengthened 
considerably, impacting the experience for 
everyone attending.

Reflecting the growth in student numbers expected 
over the coming years, and an expansion in the 
number of programmes offered at RCSI, the 
Conference and Events team initiated a strategic 
review of the ceremonies aimed at identifying ways 
of improving the conferring experience while 
maintaining its academic significance and sense of 
occasion.

The review, which began in November 2023, had an ambitious goal: to reduce the ceremony duration to a maximum of two hours, respecting attendees’ time, 
while retaining a meaningful experience to celebrate the occasion. Making a change to a ceremony of such traditional significance presented challenges and 
required careful consideration. Some of the challenges included balancing the expectations of students, families, and faculty who valued the traditional 
ceremony elements while acknowledging the need for improved efficiencies. Additionally, with larger numbers of candidates anticipated at future ceremonies, 
implementing the new format required detailed contingency planning to accommodate variability in attendance.
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Introduction

Initiative

The key steps in the review included consultation with key internal stakeholders and undertaking a detailed forensic analysis of the ceremony’s components, 
focusing on areas where time could be saved without compromising on tradition and experience.
Surveys were issued to graduates and the team conducted a detailed benchmarking exercise, gathering data from several universities including QUB, 
Harvard, Karolinska, UCD, UCC, Imperial College, Trinity College Dublin and the University of Galway.
Stakeholder engagement and collaboration was essential to this initiative’s success, with critical input from students, academic leaders, and operational staff. 
The student body provided insights into their ideal graduation experience, while Heads of Schools, faculty and professional team members helped ensure 
that the revised format maintained the academic integrity of the ceremony. Cross-departmental cooperation ensured that each area (academic services, 
facilities, and event planning) aligned on a shared vision and goal. In addition to internal stakeholders, the National University of Ireland offered insights, and 
were happy to support the adjustments for the future conferring ceremonies.

Key institutional stakeholders contributed logistical support and identified potential scheduling or procedural conflicts, which were quickly resolved through
collaborative planning sessions. After careful discussions with the Vice Chancellor, Deputy Vice Chancelor and stakeholders, several changes were
implemented. The order of proceedings was streamlined, speeches were shortened, and it was decided to present parchments offstage. Awards were
presented during the conferring dinner, creating a more intimate and relaxed setting for these acknowledgments. In addition, photographs and the reading of
In Absentia names were excluded, further reducing time.

Outcome

This initiative demonstrates RCSI’s adaptability and commitment to continuous improvement. Furthermore, it has had a significant and lasting impact on 
both the student experience and broader institutional operations. The adjustments were successfully trialled at the May 2024 conferring ceremonies, 
with the School of Medicine Conferring ceremony reduced to one hour 35 minutes from over three hours, while the Higher Degree ceremony concluded 
in just one hour.
Feedback from graduates and attendees was overwhelmingly positive, with 87% finding the revised ceremony length ideal and graduates rating their 
experience at 4.5 out of 5.

The change in format allowed for a more engaging and celebratory atmosphere, giving graduates and their families the opportunity to fully appreciate 
the significance of the day without the burden of an excessively long event. This approach helped maintain the integrity of the ceremony while making it 
more accessible and enjoyable.
The strategic approach taken to the review and the careful management of the change will ensure that the new format will endure and that future 
generations of students will enjoy a ceremony that preserves the academic tradition and sense of occasion while recognising the practicalities of time. 

Furthermore, the decision to move awards and certificates to other settings, like the conferring dinner, will provide a more intimate space for recognising 
academic achievements, strengthening connections between the university and its now-alumni.
One unexpected but positive outcome has been the opportunity to rethink other areas of event management across the institution, with cross-
departmental collaboration proving invaluable. This initiative has sparked further discussions about how other event-related processes and ceremonies 
can be similarly enhanced in the future.
The streamlined conferring ceremonies have not only delivered a more efficient and enjoyable event for all involved but have also contributed to a 
culture of continuous improvement at RCSI, benefiting both learners and institutional operations.
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