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Abstract    
 

This article explores the changing relationship between Widening Participation (WP) and Student 

Recruitment (SR) within the UK Higher Education (HE) Sector over the past decade.  The article 

examines how as a consequence of successive policy changes and the development of a ‘mass 

marketplace’ within the sector, the two functions are operating more closely than ever before.  This 

has led to an underlying tension between attempts to widen participation in HE amongst under-

represented groups, set against individual institutions goals to grow their own student number 

intake by taking market share from their competitors. 

The article seeks to address the following research question: How can Student Recruitment and 

Widening Participation effectively work together in this context?   

In order to answer this question, the article draws on data obtained via consultation with colleagues 

working across SR and WP roles within UK HE Institutions.  Firstly, I asked a selected sample of 

colleagues working in SR and WP roles to complete a survey on the relationship between the two 

functions and how this has evolved over time.  Following on from this initial sample, I conducted a 

series of focus groups and interviews.   

The article discusses an issue under-researched within the literature and seeks to encourage further 

dialogue between professionals working within these fields.   A key finding from the research is that 

the institutions thriving within this current context are operating in a ‘Student Lifecycle’ context, in 

which Widening Access and Student Recruitment are becoming everyone’s responsibility rather than 

the sole preserve of a central team. 
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Introduction 

This article explores the changing relationship between the two functions Widening Participation 

(WP) and Student Recruitment (SR) within the UK Higher Education (HE) sector during this period.  It 

argues that as a consequence of successive policy changes, the two functions are now operating 

more closely than ever before.  The development of the marketplace has led to an underlying 

tension between attempts to widen participation in HE amongst under-represented groups, set 

against the desires of individual institutions to grow their own student numbers through taking 

market share from their competitors. 

The imposition of increased tuition fees in 2012 saw a radical shift in UK HE policy.  Whilst the 

government remained committed to WP as a means to support social mobility, the introduction of 

Access Agreements aligned to the increase in tuition fees helped create a more competitive 

marketplace than had been in place under the Blair-Brown New Labour administration which 

governed between 1997 and 2010.  This was part of a governmental drive to ‘enable the best higher 

education institutions to be able to increase opportunities for […] bright but poor students’ (McCaig 

2016: 217).   
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As a practitioner working within both SR and WP during this period, it has been evident how these 

policy developments have impacted upon the behaviours and strategies of institutions, networks 

and individuals working in this space.   

In order to access the sample, I used networks developed through involvement in professional 

bodies such as HELOA (Higher Education Liaison Officers Association) and NEON (National 

Educational Opportunities Network).  These organisations act as Professional Development bodies 

for Student Recruitment Professionals (HELOA) and WP practitioners (NEON) based in the UK and 

encourage greater dialogue between practitioners and policy advisors around issues relating to 

recruitment, widening access, retention and student success.  

Policy Context 
In order to understand how SR and WP initiatives have become so intertwined, I began by 

conducting a review of UK HE policy over the past 50 years and how government led reviews on the 

role of HE have considered the sector to have a mixed role, as both a force for societal good and a 

driver of economic growth and national productivity. 

The Robbins Report and beyond – An emerging policy area – Access to Higher Education 
 

Whilst the term ‘Widening Participation’ gained prominence in the UK from the 1990s onwards, the 

concept of widening access HE to stimulate economic growth have been engrained within  

governmental policy for a long time prior to this. The Robbins Report (1963) recommended an 

expansion of the sector to bring ‘with it a very extensive transformation of the social and economic 

picture’ (Committee on Higher Education, 1963: 8) within the UK.  At the heart of the report was a 

recognition that university places ‘should be available to all who were qualified for them by ability 

and attainment’ (Committee on Higher Education, 1963:70).  The wider consequence of The Robbins 

Report was a substantial increase in student numbers from 197,000 in 1967-68 to 217,000 by 

1973/74.  

The Further and Higher Education Act – Moving towards a mass model and the birth of Student 
Recruitment 
 

The next major increase in student numbers came in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  ‘In 1989, 

Kenneth Baker, Conservative Secretary of State for Education, called for an increase in student 

numbers, leading to a rapid rise between 1988 and 1992.’ (Bathmaker, 2003: 178).  The policy that 

supported this increase, The Further and Higher Education Act (1992) granted university status to 

former polytechnics, resulting in an unprecedented expansion of the sector with 30 per cent of 

school leavers participating in HE by 1992.  As a result of this policy ‘the British higher education 

system moved from being an elite to a mass system’ (Bathmaker, 2003: 179). 

It was during this period that SR activity emerged, as universities increasingly liaised with schools 

and colleges in a pro-active manner to generate greater numbers of applications. This was part of a 

wider move towards a mass HE system within the UK. 



The Dearing Report, New Labour and Aimhigher – The beginning of dialogue around how widening 
participation and student recruitment could best co-exist 
 

The significant expansion in student numbers had implications in terms of structure, quality and 

particularly funding.  The Dearing Report on Higher Education (1997) recognised the current system 

was unsustainable and advocated a shift from undergraduate tuition being funded entirely by 

government grants to a mixed system in which tuition fees, supported by low interest government 

loans, were introduced.    

Elected in 1997, Tony Blair’s New Labour government was committed to improve the future life 

chances of Britain’s youth via a mantra of ‘Education, Education, Education.’  By 2001, Labour’s 

vision was that HE participation should rise to 50 per cent by 2010 (HEFCE, 2001).  There was a drive 

to increase WP activity in this period, as the introduction of fees was perceived as a barrier to those 

from low-income backgrounds and at odds with policy.  In order to offset the impact of top-up fees 

and ensure that university remained attractive to working class young people, the government 

channelled funding into Aimhigher, a nationwide outreach project.  Aimhigher sought to promote 

participation in HE amongst young people and was supported on a national basis by Lifelong 

Learning Networks (LLNs) which worked with adult returners from non-traditional backgrounds.  The 

nature of Labour’s WP investment and that of successive governments suggests they’ve each 

recognised the potential deterrent and link between fees and participation in HE by students from 

low-income backgrounds. 

Beyond Aimhigher – The marketization of the HE sector and how widening participation and student 
recruitment became entwined via policy 
 

Following the 2010 General Election, the Coalition government between the Conservatives and 

Liberal Democrats moved in a different direction to their predecessors and introduced wholesale 

changes, which would affect the relationship between SR and WP. These changes followed another 

Independent Review: ‘Securing a sustainable future for higher education: an independent review of 

higher education funding and student finance’, led by Lord Browne (BIS/10/1208).  They chose to 

cease central government funding for Aimhigher and shift the responsibility for funding and 

achieving targets associated with WP to individual universities through the introduction of Access 

Agreements, which required WP recruitment targets.  Under this new system, universities charging 

over £6,000 a year were required to demonstrate they were reinvesting extra income into outreach 

activities monitored via Access Agreements.   

These changes did not create the tiered market place anticipated by Government, as, ‘many 

universities chose to set their fees at the maximum of £9,000, not because of any real cost 

calculation, but because they feared that anything cut-price would be seen as low quality and that 

they might lose market share or damage their brand, or both.’ (Barber, Donnelly, Rizvi – 2013: 14). 

For WP and SR staff, the coalition’s policies ushered in a confusing new era in which austerity 

clashed with ideology to implement a market-based system in which students were increasingly 

viewed as consumers.  These changes linked recruitment and widening access more directly than 

previously, but did not take into account the diversity of ways SR and WP teams worked together 

across the sector.   



With the introduction of higher fees, HE became increasingly described in market terms by ministers 

as they sought to create a system in which ‘new, more commercial operations’ – Private providers - 

were able to compete with traditional HEIs to ‘successfully drive down costs’ (Willets, 2010).  

Therefore, governmental policy was encouraging the development of ‘students as consumers’ and 

increasingly ‘shifting the cost of university from the state to the individual’ (Benson-Egglenton, 2018; 

1).  It was against this backdrop that OFFA and HEFCE produced a joint strategy which advocated 

‘Greater collaboration and partnership at every level’ and ‘A student lifecycle approach’ which would 

support both access and retention (BIS 14/516)   

Research Context 
 

The relationship between SR and WP is under-represented in the literature, perhaps a reflection that 

collaboration between the two functions has been seen as ‘the elephant in the room.’   Previous 

research has recognised that ‘The linkage between institutional strategy, marketing, and diversity is 

less evident […] Studies on how higher education institutions (HEIs) develop their student 

recruitment strategies are scarce, particularly in the European context’ (Frolich et al, 2009: 273).   

However, a number of articles have focused on how ‘universities operating in a ‘quasi-market’ are 

managing the tension between two policy expectations:  the first that they should encourage social 

mobility by widening the base of their student population; the second that they should compete 

with other universities to attract students and thereby remain financially viable’ (Bowl and Hughes, 

2016: 269).  This tension is discussed in the literature; ‘recent government strategy has attempted to 

widen participation at the same time as increasing total student numbers’ (McLellan et al, 2016: 57).  

A perhaps unwitting consequence of such duality in policy terms is ‘there is a risk that outreach and 

widening participation initiatives function mostly as an exercise in meeting statutory requirements 

or in public relations’ […] ‘the effect (of this approach) is an extension of university participation very 

slightly outside the traditional boundaries of the young adults of the middle class’ (McLellan et al, 

2016: 60).   

Criticism of WP policy and practice is not new.  Widening participation under the New Labour 

governments from 1997 was characterised by “rhetorical advocacy, some achievement but 

essentially modest progress […] So, widening participation in addition to increasing participation has 

only been partially achieved’ (Taylor, 2009:  74).  When developing their ‘experiment’ in ‘remaking 

the elite university’, McLellan et al argue that ‘widening participation as process was not equal to 

the task’ and advocated a model which is much more closely aligned with pedagogy.  Their 

methodology and approach ‘abandons the idea that it is some other part of the educational system 

that is responsible for low participation in the elite institutions – the schools, the applicants, or the 

families and social backgrounds of the applicants’ (McLellan et al, 2016: 63).  Such a radical approach 

recognises that the university itself and its staff need to ‘create new forms of dialogue, knowledge 

and collaboration […] to impact positively on the university’s fundamental purpose and aims’ 

(McLellan et al, 2016: 70).   

The changing role of university staff and how this affects the dynamic between SR and WP is covered 

within the literature, Whitchurch identified ‘the emergence of hybrid multi-professionals, who […] 

work across boundaries and contribute to the formation of new fields of knowledge’ (Whitchurch, 



2006: 159).  The skillsets of both SR professionals and WP practitioners mean both are often working 

in this manner.  This article discusses development of a ‘skill and knowledge base for professional 

staff [which] now characterise universities’ operations in local, regional and global settings’ 

(Whitchurch, 2006: 163).  This ‘professionalism of university administration […] is one of the unsung 

but important developments of the post-war decades’ (Barber, Donnelly, Rizvi, 2013: 27).  The move 

towards the ‘student lifecycle’ integrating good practice elements across departments is part of a 

wider move towards a fully integrated university professional service.  Within the current policy 

landscape ‘Higher Education is shaped by many different individuals between the point of its 

conception to the point where it is enacted within universities.’ (Rainford, 2017: 45). 

It has been highlighted that research around WP often replicates ‘the mistakes of the past, since 

there has been a collective act of forgetfulness with respect to earlier contributions’ (Kettley, 2007: 

333).  From experience, this is not confined to research as many of the lessons learnt from the 

Aimhigher programme were seemingly forgotten during the development and set up HEFCE’s NNCO 

(National Networks for Collaborative Outreach) and NCOP (National Collaborative Outreach 

Programme) projects.  This was recognised by a leading policy actor, who commented ‘It (NCOP) 

runs counter to the way in which we have been trying to move the agenda in recent years […] where 

we have been encouraging people to engage with schools to raise attainment’ (Key Respondent 1).  

The impact of Access Agreements was critiqued in the literature as universities tend ‘to be risk-

averse focusing energy on low-risk projects that are likely to produce a modest return, rather than 

embracing more high-risk and innovative, though untested projects that have the potential to be 

more broadly transformative.’ (McLellan et al, 2016: 66) 

Methods 

My research sought the insight of SR professionals and WP practitioners based across England and 

Wales.  The research methods were largely qualitative collected via surveys, as I was looking to 

receive responses from colleagues across the country and to uncover trends in thought rather than 

numerical analysis.  The initial survey was followed up via focus groups and individual interviews.   

Initial surveying 

 

My initial data gathering was via a survey questionnaire distributed to colleagues across English and 

Welsh universities.  I used my involvement in HELOA and NEON to distribute the questionnaire 

widely amongst colleagues working within SR and WP roles.  The questionnaire was sent to 75 

colleagues and I received 60 responses, giving a response rate of 80 %. 

The survey contained six questions.  Respondents were asked to define what they understood by the 

terms ‘Student Recruitment’ and ‘Widening Participation’; then asked how they felt the roles which 

SR and WP fulfilled could be seen as similar and how they are different.  The remaining questions 

focused on whether SR and WP are complementary and if ‘they can support each other within an 

institutional setting’.  Finally, respondents were asked for examples of good practice where SR and 

WP had been able to work together towards institutional objectives. 

Figure 1: Survey respondents: type of UK HE institution – Responses shown as % 



 

Following analysis of the survey responses; I held eight follow-up interviews with colleagues whose 

responses had indicated they’d worked in the sector for a concerted time period, from reviewing the 

survey responses, it was apparent that insights from these colleagues would go some way to 

unpicking the changing dynamics between SR and WP.  I also conducted three Key Respondent 

interviews with Senior Leaders including Vice-Chancellors and Policy Actors (Key Respondents 1-3). 

Focus Groups 

 

I conducted two focus groups to explore themes arising from survey responses.  The purpose of 

convening focus groups was to gain more insight into the perspectives of WP practitioners and SR 

professionals; the first of these involved ten selected colleagues who were working on collaborative 

WP projects based in Northern England.   

This first focus group was convened via a collaborative practice sharing forum established during the 

HEFCE (Higher Education Funding Council for England) funded NNCO (National Networks for 

Collaborative Outreach) project which then continued during the successor NCOP (National 

Collaborative Outreach Programme).   

This group was recognised by HEFCE in the ‘Year one report of the national formative and impact 

evaluation, including capacity building with NCOP consortia’ as a forum for good practice.  The 

report highlighted how ‘cross-consortia regional meetings such as the ‘Northwest Consortia 

Network’ discuss progress and challenges encountered and to share examples of best practice.’ 

(Independent research, 2018) 

The second focus group was held with the North West and Northern Ireland Regional Committee of 

HELOA.  As an association, HELOA traditionally tends to represent SR professionals.  As the first focus 

group featured WP professionals – I used my professional network to ensure both WP and SR 

colleagues were consulted via the focus groups. 

Types of UK HE institution at which respondents to initial 
survey are based

Russell Group Guild HE

University Alliance Non affiliated Research Intensive

Non affiliated former teaching college Former 1994 Group

Million+ Independent HE consultant

Independent Reseacher



Findings from surveys and focus groups 

Around 90% (54) of the respondents to my initial survey indicated they felt WP and SR were 

complementary and could work together to support each other within an institutional setting.  

However, around a quarter of all respondents discussed caveats which needed to be in place such as 

“strong leadership” or cognate terms.   

When analysing responses from my survey and focus groups, several key themes emerged: 

The importance of impartiality 

 

This was something of significance to both SR and WP colleagues, but their interpretation of 

impartiality and why it was important differed slightly.  A respondent touched on how ‘SR activity is 

the honest and open promotion of Higher Education as a viable post-16 option by members of 

institutions who can deliver inspiring, accurate and informative information sessions. (SR, Russell 

Group University).  Within this quote, the use of the wording “honest and open” touches on the 

issue of impartiality in Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG).   

This response that SR colleagues deliver impartial IAG was challenged strongly by the findings from 

the focus group held with WP practitioners.  One participant (WP, Russell Group University) 

commented that ‘Student Recruitment is largely not impartial,’ before adding that ‘They’re going in 

with a specific purpose to recruit students to certain courses within certain universities.  Therefore, 

there is an element of bias and a lack of impartiality because of that focus.’  These comments 

mirrored thoughts from another survey respondent (WP, Russell Group University) who commented, 

‘WP and SR’s conflicting objectives mean that they cannot usually complement each other [...] an 

impartial message from a WP practitioner is always going to be at odds with an admissions-focused 

message.’ 

A desire for impartiality in pre-entry outreach activities was something raised frequently by 

participants during the first focus group.  A number of participants touched upon how SR teams only 

work with schools from which they receive applications.   One colleague (WP, Russell Group 

University) touched on how within their local area there are ‘22 large 16-19 providers’ and although 

it is ‘obvious that all of the key feeders for local HEIs are going to be these large providers, they (the 

HEIs) won’t admit this to each other.’ This participant felt these behaviours illustrated how ‘SR is 

very inward and there’s not much sharing of practice’   

‘Higher Education as a commodity’  

 

Another survey respondent touched on the increasingly competitive landscape within which HEIs are 

operating, it stated that ‘Student Recruitment is the process by which learners are persuaded to 

attend specific institutions and follow prescribed schemes of study.  It increasingly treats Higher 

Education as a commodity and applies techniques previously found in more mature market 

environments.’  The same colleague continued that ‘Student Recruitment is commonly viewed as a 

continuum’ (SR, Non-affiliated) that moves in a linear fashion as illustrated by the flow chart below: 

Inquiry > Application > Conversion > Transition > Enrolment 



This illustrates how Student Recruitment activity is delivered on a cyclical, ‘lifecycle’ basis and whilst 

it is important for SR colleagues to be mindful of shifts and changes in governmental policy, SR 

largely continues to follow this cycle and responds to policy, rather than being dictated by it.   

In the survey responses and focus groups, no colleagues from WP roles outlined a ‘Lifecycle’ 

approach to their work as clearly as the above, in spite of calls from OFFA/HEFCE as far back as 2014 

to work within a ‘Student Lifecycle’ context.  A respondent (WP, Russell Group) commented, ‘We 

have often spoken about a ‘progression curriculum’.  However, much of this is flawed, as it is difficult 

for learners to follow a pathway of sustained interventions with one university.’   

Policy drivers and the role of ‘individuals’ 

 

The relationship between SR, WP and other departments and how this differs on an institution to 

institution basis was highlighted by an interviewee whose role encompasses both SR and WP (WP, 

University Alliance Institution) who stated: ‘SR and WP definitely should support each other and 

though different in their ultimate objectives, institutions should have a co-ordinated strategy to 

ensure both are effective in delivering impact.’  As stated, within this interviewee’s specific 

institution, SR and WP operate as ‘a combined department’ and ‘outreach activity is effective as 

individuals within the team have responsibilities for different remits.’    

This issue of how individuals interpret policy and how this can impact upon WP was covered in the 

first of the focus groups.  When discussing the evolution of collaboration between universities, one 

participant (WP practitioner, Non-affiliated) recalled when ‘Aimhigher was discontinued by the 

Coalition Government, there was a black hole year or 18 months where [the network] was mainly 

held together by a group of well-meaning individuals’ […] found scraps of money, literally hundreds 

of pounds to run an activity here and there to keep the name going and then the NNCO money came 

and we were really pleased with what we did, just short of 10,000 engagements in eighteen 

months.’   The important factor here is the reference to the determination and passion of a group of 

individuals and how their desire to continue what they correctly saw as a worthwhile endeavour 

anticipated and perhaps even precipitated a shift in policy.   

The impact that the changing policy landscape has on practice was covered by a respondent (WP, 

Russell Group) who commented, ‘There has always been a blurred line between Post-16 WP and 

recruitment but now it seems to be very much a pre-requisite that WP supports recruitment to your 

own institution,’ before adding, ‘Access Agreement targets and monitoring also support this with the 

outcomes they (University leaders and Policy Makers) expect to see from WP work.’   

   

The wider student life cycle  

 

During the focus group, one participant (WP practitioner, University Alliance Institution) 

commented, ‘Student Recruitment is a function that is carried out by people in universities that are 

owned over a number of areas and it is Recruitment, Widening Participation, Academic areas and 

even admissions, and this is the tension of the moment.’   



Developments around contextualised admissions amongst institutions and the growth in 

unconditional offers to prospective students were felt by participants to have had an impact on the 

WP landscape.  Another colleague (WP, Russell Group) stated, ‘Contextual offer making, that’s an 

admissions thing, presented as a WP thing, but it’s really a SR thing that universities do.’  Within the 

first focus group, it became apparent that within the current climate, we were struggling to come up 

with current explanations for what constituted SR, WP and Admissions and where the work of these 

functions begins and ends.   

One colleague (WP, Million+) commented how their institution used to operate a model which saw 

‘the WP team doing the pre-16 work and the SR team did the post-16 work.  We don’t do that 

anymore, but that was the way it was split.’  This split between SR and WP was also referenced in my 

interview with a leading Policy Actor (Key Respondent 1) who stated ‘I tend to see anything where a 

university is working with students in the Sixth Form as recruitment activity,’ before highlighting that 

‘WP is really more of a marketing function, whereas SR is about sales and closing the deal.’   

The group discussion uncovered how the terminology used within the sector doesn’t take account of 

these changes.  One colleague (WP, Million+) questioned ‘What does WP mean?  What does it 

actually mean?’ in the current landscape before adding ‘I’m not sure if there is an up to date 

definition.’   Another colleague (WP, University Alliance) agreed with this adding that ‘we are in this 

absolute state of flux where we are asking what is Student Recruitment?  What is outreach?  What is 

WP?’    

Discussion  

From analysis of the survey responses, focus groups and interviews; it is clear that within the discourse 
surrounding the relationship between SR & WP, there is recognition of the broad value of WP and it 
is generally seen as a valid thing for an institution to be involved in.  However, this appears to generally 
be accompanied by a misunderstanding regarding the following: 

 What WP is – the breadth and age range of students we work with, why we need to do this 
work and the change that can occur as a consequence of this work. 
 

 What a WP team does – the long-term nature of the work and why WP truly matters.   
 
From this study, it appears that in some universities there is still a misunderstanding as to what a WP 

team does amongst colleagues across ‘Professional Services’.  As one participant (WP, University 

Alliance) described; the issue of clear differentiation between SR, WP and Admissions functions is 

‘the tension of the moment.’ 

The vast majority of respondents to the initial survey indicated that they felt WP and SR were 

compatible functions.  However, several respondents highlighted factors which prevented this from 

happening in reality.  Within these responses, insight into tensions existent between SR and WP 

beneath the surface was clearly articulated.  One colleague (WP, University Alliance) noted that SR 

and WP being complementary ‘should be the ideal.’  However, in order for this to occur, this 

respondent recognised that there ‘has to be a full understanding across an institution of what WP is’ 

indicating this is often not the case, adding ‘too many academic departments especially in elite 

universities interpret WP as a proxy for recruitment.’  Another respondent (WP practitioner, Russell 

Group) agreed stating that ‘WP teams are often seen as “poor relations” within an institution.’   



From the responses from colleagues across surveys, focus groups and interviews, it appears that 

within modern accessible universities, WP is more closely aligned with recruitment and has been so 

over time, thus lending itself to a ‘whole institution approach’.  Building upon this, a Vice-Chancellor 

commented that ‘a student journey is that it is more of a life journey project in which you pick up 

someone as early as pre-school and primary and you support that person (not for the benefit of your 

institution) at various times throughout their education.’  (Key Respondent 2) 

Analysing this statement, it appeared to both chime, yet contrast with the commonly held view of 

WP amongst more traditional institutions such as those within the Russell Group, in which this work 

been interpreted more as an altruistic activity which does not directly benefit the institution. 

During another Key Respondent interview, a Senior Policy Director echoed these sentiments 

highlighting that there ‘are some pockets of bad practice’ describing a university which ‘had a well-

resourced WP team who do some fantastic work, but they deliver very little for that university in 

terms of student numbers’ (Key Respondent 1) as they are so disconnected from the SR function 

Another key theme emerging from the research was the importance of impartiality at pre-entry 

level.  This has become an increasingly contentious within the increasingly competitive landscape in 

which institutions are currently operating.  A VC (Key Respondent 3) who I interviewed in one of my 

Key Respondent interviews touched on how schools liaison has altered since the collapse of 

Aimhigher as where staff are engaging with schools they ‘tend to represent the interests of their 

own employer rather than the sector generally.’  Following on from this, another colleague (WP, 

University Alliance) added ‘in the past it was about widening participation, but it wasn’t taking it to 

the point of recruitment and now recruitment has become part of the whole journey […] it’s less 

about making that informed choice, [it’s] almost controlling situations saying this is the right choice 

[…] there’s more Government control […] in what it wants people to do.’ 

Conclusion  

This small scale research project has shown that whilst some institutions are beginning to operate 

holistically within a ‘Student Lifecycle’ context, there is still some way to go before a ‘whole 

institution approach’ encompassing Outreach, SR and WP becomes a reality. 

A two-way learning process needs to take place between SR and WP colleagues in the context of an 

increasingly marketised HE sector.  Findings show SR colleagues have a well-developed 

understanding of operating in a cycle context through supporting students via the UCAS process.  

WP colleagues could learn from their SR counterparts in this context, as many HEIs now develop and 

maintain relationships with prospective applicants through CRM (Customer Relationship 

Management) systems.  A number of universities are now working in a ‘Lifecycle’ context which links 

pre-entry ‘Outreach’ work with activity to support students when they arrive at an institution to 

support ‘Retention’.  The processes and techniques used by SR colleagues within CRM projects are 

broadly transferable in this context. 

There remains a lack of synergy across the sector with respect to the roles that SR and WP play 

within institutions.  The institutions which appear to have embraced the marketisation most readily 

tend to be newer universities who often recruit students from non-traditional backgrounds, 

therefore WP is at the heart of the institution’s recruitment agenda.  However, whilst these 



institutions tend to recruit WP students in large numbers and therefore are rightly proud of their 

role in widening participation, they often have greater issues around retention and student success.  

The relationship between WP and these themes is a gap which needs further exploration within the 

literature.    

Valuable learning lessons can and need to take place between these institutions (given their large 

recruitment intake of WP students) and elite universities offering compact schemes, which fulfil both 

an Outreach and Retention purpose – supporting learners to access an institution, whilst also aiding 

retention by developing academic skills and an awareness of the level at which students must 

perform to succeed within their studies.  

As a result of this research consultation with colleagues working across both SR and WP, this article 

makes the following recommendations: 

Greater standardisation across outreach 

 

Within the current HE landscape, students are consumers.  In order to meet the demands of a 

marketised mass HE system, the days of separated SR and WP teams are over.  Both are part of the 

same institutional and sectoral mission.  Some universities have already bought into the ‘student 

lifecycle’ concept; this needs to be developed further to encompass best practice from across all 

professional service functions.  A key requirement for the newly formed Office for Students (OfS) will 

be to develop greater standardisation across the sector.  A uniform progression curriculum approach 

to outreach would be welcomed.  This was reflected in an article from a recent Higher Education 

Policy Institute (HEPI)-Brightside report which advocated that “The Office for Students should 

therefore provide external funding for a national programme for Year 5 pupils to Year 11 pupils […] 

to break some of the cultural barriers to higher education based in class and localism that are 

difficult to tackle through short-term interventions.” (HEPI, 2018) 

Collaboration is crucial, but a change of focus is needed 

 

The value and necessity of collaboration should be recognised at all levels and a commitment to 

impartial IAG should remain a key component in future WP policy, but collaboration between 

providers should only occur when it is adding value to existing work.   

The difficulties encountered during both the HEFCE led NNCO and NCOP projects in adding more 

activity at an already congested point in the ‘student lifecycle’ illustrate this.  Future collaborative 

outreach should take heed of The Sutton Trust’s work and focus on younger students (Key Stage 1 to 

Key Stage 3) before obsession over target setting prevalent within Access Agreements interferes.  A 

change in focus regarding Access & Participation Plans moving away from arbitrary targets will be 

another requirement of the new OfS. 

We do need “a step change” (Ebdon, 2017), but it has to be effectively managed to become a reality 

 

To survive and prosper, WP does indeed need to take heed of the former OFFA Director and change 

its focus.  Engagement with young people in deprived communities needs to start earlier and be 



sustained throughout their education, during and beyond university.  Colleagues in England and 

Wales could learn from initiatives such as the Caledonian Club initiative based at Glasgow 

Caledonian University which works with young people in disadvantaged communities aged from 3-

18 alongside engagement with their parents. 

The move towards a single regulating body via the OfS offers an opportunity for a reappraisal of 

governmental funding regarding WP.  Many have highlighted that a national research and evaluation 

unit should be established.  One of the major flaws in HEFCE’s most recent collaborative ventures 

(NNCO and NCOP) has been the lack of a national framework to demonstrate what success looks 

like.  Given it has long been recognised that gaps in educational attainment between those born into 

affluence and their counterparts from deprived communities are marked even by the time that 

children start school, a true step change would see universities shift their emphasis on short-term 

recruitment goals within a shrinking demographic pool and work from KS1 upwards to bridge this 

gap. 
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