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Abstract

Universities are facing growing internal and external pressures to generate income,
educate a widening continuum of learners, and make effective use of digital
technologies. One response has been growth of online education, catalysed by
Massive Open Online Courses, availability of digital devices and technologies, and
notions of borderless global education. In growing online education, learning and
teaching provision has become increasingly disaggregated, and universities are
partnering with a range of private companies to reach new learners, and
commercialise educational provision. In this paper, we explore the competing drivers
which impact decision making within English universities and their strategies to
grow online education provision, through interviews with senior managers, and
interrogation of their views through the lens of a range of internal, external and
organisational drivers. We show that pressures facing universities may be alleviated
by growth of online education provision, but that negotiating an appropriate route
to realise this ambition involves attempts to resolve these underlying tensions
deriving from competing drivers. We use a modified form of the PEST model to
demonstrate the complexities, inter-dependencies and processes associated with
these drivers when negotiating delivery of unbundled online education through use
of private company services, or in partnership with private companies.

Keywords: Higher education, Digital technology, Marketisation, Unbundling, Online
programme management companies

Introduction
This article discusses the factors influencing how universities in England are negotiat-

ing the growth of online education provision, specifically that which is disaggregated,

or unbundled, and offered via online learning platforms. We explore how public uni-

versities are engaging with private companies operating in this space, and try to un-

cover the drivers of change impacting decision-making, and how these often

competing drivers reveal underlying tensions. We build on previous work related to

the role of the market in higher education by exploring the practical management of

relationships with private companies and their role in unbundling at the micro-level of

strategic decision-making by individuals. This unique study analyses interview data

with senior managers in four public universities in England using a modified PEST
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model to uncover how they perceive, and respond to, the new boundaries between pub-

lic and private in the online education space, and how their strategies vary depending

on context, their organisational culture and their mission. This paper contributes to

our understanding of the tensions at play in higher education by exploring the factors

driving the growth in online provision and their impact on strategic decision-making.

Growth of online education

The unbundling of higher education learning and teaching provision has been based on

two coexisting, yet increasingly conflicting rationales: allowing mass access to education

(pushing the priorities towards the public) and marketisation (drawing the sector closer

to the interest of the free market). The notion of open mass access has been accelerated

by the emergence of digital technologies that enabled the global rise of an Open Educa-

tional Resources movement and the provision of online education through digital plat-

forms (Alevizou, 2015; Deem, Hillyard, & Reed, 2007; McNay, 2005). Many universities

offer their educational provision online to learners globally, either using internal sys-

tems (e.g. virtual learning environments (VLEs) or learning management systems) or

using online learning platforms owned by private companies (e.g. Coursera, EdX,

FutureLearn). This provision may be in the form of full degree programmes, credit-

bearing short courses or Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), with provision being

unbundled. Unbundling has been discussed as a process that signalled “the end of the

university as we know it” (McCowan, 2017: 3). The concept of unbundling, originally

referring to organisational changes in software and law, has recently entered higher

education studies and policy discourse (Komljenovic & Robertson, 2016), initially af-

fecting quality assurance, research, infrastructure, and leisure facilities (Craig, 2015).

Disaggregation of the traditional university ‘bundle’ has grown to affect other domains

such as administration and management (Komljenovic & Robertson, 2016). Nowadays

private companies are increasingly covering different functions also related to the core

business of the university: curriculum development, module delivery, student evalu-

ation, and the awarding of credentials (Wallhaus, 2000: 22). Unbundling in higher edu-

cation has been seen as offering ‘no-frills’ cheaper education and mix-and-match

content options. While the former has been compared to Ryanair low-budget flights

(Galbraith, 2018), the latter has been envisaged as ‘student playlists’: “[a] llowing stu-

dents to pick and choose individual courses from leading experts at a range of univer-

sities, accrediting these to validate a degree” (McIntosh, 2018: 1) We define unbundling

as the ‘disaggregation of educational provision into its component parts, likely for deliv-

ery by multiple stakeholders, often using digital approaches’ (Swinnerton et al., 2019).

An example of unbundled educational provision could be a degree programme offered

as individual standalone modules available for credit via an online platform, to be stud-

ied at the learners’ pace, in any order, on a pay-per-module model.

The influence of the market on public universities

Providing online education to learners globally can be an expensive, highly skilled and

complex venture. The reduction in state funding of higher education globally not only

increases the need for new revenue streams, it also reduces universities’ ability to spend

large amounts in potentially risky investment in digital platforms and highly skilled
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development teams. Delivery of online education (either full degrees, or unbundled

components) commonly involves public universities partnering with, or using the ser-

vices of, private companies (mainly referred to as Online Program Management pro-

viders or ‘OPMs’), or online platform providers (see Hill, 2017), who are willing to

invest and shoulder risk in return for a stake in this expanding market and future

profit. The discussion of a public-private divide has been central to higher education

studies. Focusing on teaching and learning, unbundling and provision of online educa-

tion is challenging the notions of the core mission of the university (Swartz, Ivancheva,

Morris, & Czerniewicz, 2018). Combining economic and political approaches to the

discussion of higher education as a public good, Marginson (2018) discusses four differ-

ent constellations in which the market can function: civil society, where teaching is car-

ried out by actors outside the university and is for the public good; state-quazi market

in which educational provision is a quazi commodity which is limited to a few; a pure

market situation under which teaching is a pure commodity that has a market value

and private gain for individuals; and social democracy conjuncture in which a nation

state intervenes to regulate provision and make it available for many (Marginson,

2018). Komljenovic and Robertson (2016) identified market exchanges that involve the

university both as a buyer and seller of services with exchanges and services being ei-

ther for- or not-for profit, pointing to the diversity of types of markets and goods that

are involved when considering what is meant by marketisation. Over the last three de-

cades, there has been an increasing pressure - both economic and political - to orient

all higher education efforts into the pure market situation. Since deregulating the mar-

ket to invite private providers, UK university education has increasingly been seen

through the narratives of ‘value for money’ and ‘employability’, presenting students as

consumers, and education as a commodity for private benefit (Boden & Nedeva, 2010;

Tomlinson, 2018). The increasing role of private providers in the provision of online

learning, as partners with universities, is another manifestation of this phenomenon.

Yet what this means for the English higher education system, where it stands, and how

it shifts in the public-private dichotomy as a result of unbundling, remains an open

question.

Unbundling: digital disruption and drivers of change

Unbundling came through a grass-roots civil-society push to address mass access to

higher education through emphasis on personalisation, flexibility, and low-cost options

that could accommodate students whose entry was jeopardised by market pressures

(Alevizou, 2015). However, unbundling has been affected and affects at equal measure

the renegotiation of the public-private divide in higher education with the increase of

private providers around the university sector, the push for metric-driven excellence

attracting fee-paying international students, and the requirement to produce graduates

contributing to economic growth. In an increasing global competition for attracting

fee-paying students and grants, universities are under pressure to diversify their funding

base through tuition and business partnerships (Streckeisen, 2018: 52). With consecu-

tive UK governments introducing new public management and market mechanisms

into the public sector (Robertson, 2010), private universities and subcontractors for ser-

vices not related directly to education have entered the higher education terrain,
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including OPMs and online platform providers (Robertson & Komljenovic, 2016). With

growing acceptance of online degrees globally (e.g. India (Sanzgiri, 2017); New Zealand

(Lewis, 2015)), UK universities have used their strategic positions to tap into this mar-

ket, to realise return on investment for real estate development and digital technology

investments made for campus- and online-learning. In time of budget cuts, whereby

the core budget of public universities comes from student fees, and research is spon-

sored through competitive external (if public) funding (Robertson, 2010; Swartz et al.,

2018), universities see in online learning two interrelated advantages: additional in-

come, from a new student population not requiring as much space as campus-based

learners; and the possibility to reuse and rebundle content. However, institutions with

varying missions, teaching-research focus, and organisational culture, have taken differ-

ent approaches to online education growth and partnerships, as have the private com-

panies looking for partnerships (Swinnerton et al., 2019).

As more previously ‘atypical’ student populations access higher education – women,

working class students, ethnic minorities, mature students, international students and

people with disabilities - shorter, more flexible, bite size ‘pay-as-you-go’ learning oppor-

tunities and qualifications are in growing demand (Gorard et al., 2006). The growing

ubiquity of devices, technology and familiarity with online learning is shared by the mil-

lennial generation (Jones & Shao, 2011) or at least by an educated sub-group within it.

Since the advent of MOOCs, despite the partial compromise of its full openness, there

has been a steady and significant growth and diversity in MOOC learners (Morris,

Swinnerton, & Hotchkiss, 2015). This has meant the diversification of MOOC plat-

forms, growing convergence of OPMs and MOOC platform providers, and growth of

alternative online providers (Hill, 2017). Educators have seen online and blended learn-

ing options as an add-on to face-to-face pedagogic work through innovative teaching,

rather than full replacement of campus-based learning (Redmond, 2011). Physical cam-

puses are constrained in their ability to grow and accommodate the steady increase of

undergraduate and postgraduate students (Croft, Dalton, & Grant, 2010; UUK, 2017: 8)

and increasingly unfit for new pedagogic approaches, but expensive to upgrade (Glance,

2014). Growing concerns about climate change make online education a potentially

lower-carbon, paper-less sustainable solution (Fawcett, 2005), yet educators still need

to balance benefits that come from campus experience. Increasingly, educators are

moving toward student-centred learning, encouraging an inclusive and flexible curricu-

lum, focused on active, skills- and problem-solving based education (see Coleman &

Money, 2019). Challenged as individualistic (Munro, 2018), this approach reflects both

an ideological shift of thinking of education in a narrow market framework as benefit-

ing individual student needs (Marginson, 2018) and to changes in the fee structure and

new demands of the job market to universities to produce readily trained ‘employable’

students (Boden & Nedeva, 2010). Yet, it is also a response to new philosophical para-

digms in education that present knowledge as available everywhere rather than just

within elite universities. Against this background, the new affordances of digital tech-

nologies are both an opportunity and a challenge (Selwyn, 2014). By allowing the best

of campus-based blended learning education in an online environment using a variety

of learning theories (Drumm, 2019), educators are pushed to respond to demands for

flexibility, personalisation, and adaptability to the job market necessary for students

(Baykan, 2017).
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The multiplicity of factors driving change and the associated challenges being faced

by public universities in England to which unbundling teaching and learning via digital

approaches through public-private partnerships may or may not offer possible solutions

are clear. McCowan has suggested that despite this process effecting profound changes

in the notion of the university, more empirical research and broader theoretical analysis

on unbundling are still lacking (McCowan, 2017). To address this gap, we follow work

identifying unbundling in higher education as a process of market-making (Komljeno-

vic & Robertson, 2016; Robertson & Komljenovic, 2016) and views that macro analyses

should be accompanied with “micro analysis of the practical, material, technical and

discursive effort of market-making and maintenance” (Williamson, 2018). There is still

little research discussing how decision-making on unbundling is negotiated, insisted on

or resisted by different groups engaged in this process within the university community.

This study is an attempt to fill that gap.

Decision making in organisations

The starting position for our research is in the technology adoption literature, where

Roger’s Diffusion of Innovation model described the agents and mechanisms of change

in organisations, according to categorisations of stakeholders (Rogers, 1995). This

model has evolved and been used in many contexts, and has given rise to a large litera-

ture in management studies about strategic decision-making processes in organisations

(CIPD, 2018). Traditional models have focused on the PEST model, where external pol-

itical, environmental, societal and technological drivers are considered as factors influ-

encing decision making. This taxonomy has been used many times in organisational

settings, and has evolved to include other factors (e.g. ethical, legal, economic) which

created the ‘STEEPLE’ acronym and other similar models (Burt, Wright, Bradfield,

Cairns, & Van Der Heijden, 2014). Although these models have been used successfully

by organisations, they are criticised for lack of appreciation of context, inter-

dependencies between factors, innovation, rationality and forward planning activities

such as scenario planning (Burt et al., 2014). Research studies exploring strategic deci-

sion making in higher education have used a variety of models to conceptualise how se-

nior leaders arrive at decisions, including use of PEST models, technology adoption

models (Kirkwood & Price, 2016), socio-cultural and structural context (Englund,

Olofsson, & Price, 2018) and cultural-historical activity theory (Cliff, Walji, Mogliacci,

Morris, & Ivancheva, 2020). Scholars have also considered both internal and external

factors impacting on decision-making, including the impact of organisation, organisa-

tional culture, organisational mission and brand and management approach. A recent

study by Fumasoli, Barbato, and Turri (2019) showed through an extensive literature

review that ‘two theoretical frameworks are mostly used: the environmental determin-

ism perspective and the managerial rationality approach’ to account for how univer-

sities position themselves, and suggest that ‘organisational structure, identity and

centrality’ forms the bridge between the external and internal drivers (Fumasoli et al.,

2019). Here, we have chosen to use a modified form of the PEST model (which takes

into consideration the recent literature about the need to consider external and internal

drivers, context, organisational factors and inter-dependences between these) as an ana-

lytical tool to categorise and synthesise factors which drive decision making in
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universities in relation to scaling up online education. This approach allows us to un-

cover the contradictions and tensions experienced by decision makers as a result of the

impact of these drivers.

We now explore how these complex processes are perceived by senior managers en-

gaged with teaching and learning within universities with varying missions within the

UK, examining their perspectives analytically through the lens of a range of external

and internal drivers of change. On the basis of their narratives, we outline some of the

contradictions and tensions in navigating the potentials and perils of unbundling for

the future of the university within a shifting public-private terrain. Our research ques-

tion is as follows: What are the key drivers of change affecting decision-making about

growth of online education in universities in England?

Methodology
Sample

This paper draws on eight qualitative interviews with senior decision makers across

four public universities in England: two Russell Group (University A and B) and two

post-1992 institutions (University X and Y). Russell Group universities are representa-

tives of a UK university membership group with a global reputation for academic

achievement and a focus on research, while post-1992 are former polytechnics that are

more teaching-intensive and with greater connection to local industries and communi-

ties. All four universities use blended learning approaches through VLEs, and offer

some access to digital devices and Internet for students. Initial desk research, consisting

of website searches (institutions and private companies), press releases and telephone

calls to institutions, was used to characterise all UK universities by their membership

group and activities in online education, involving private partners or not. These four

institutions were purposefully selected to offer a representative sample of UK univer-

sities of different types, engaged in online education using different mechanisms and

approaches, as described below:

� University A had a partnership with an OPM working with online degrees, and

multiple partnerships with online platform providers to deliver MOOCs, short

courses, and full online degrees.

� University B had a single partnership with an OPM working with online degrees

only, and a partnership with an online platform provider for MOOCs;

� University X engaged in partnerships both offering MOOCs and full online degrees;

� University Y had no declared partnerships with OPMs, but partnered with a private

company to support distance learning.

The interviewees all held senior management roles within their institutions (e.g. Pro-

Vice Chancellor, Director of Learning and Teaching, Director of Online Learning etc.),

and were responsible for the organisation of online and blended modes of teaching and

learning within each of these respective institutions. Where the institution also had a

partnership with an OPM provider, the interviewee was the senior manager responsible

for managing that partnership. All participants signed an informed consent form, and

were made aware of the ethical clearance of the project obtained at our own and their
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respective institutions, as well as being assured that their interview would be fully anon-

ymised and their role and institution de-identified to ensure confidentiality.

Interviews

The semi-structured interviews were conducted in the period October 2017–May

2018. We designed interview schedules based on research literature concerning the

intersection between unbundling, the introduction of digital technology, and

marketisation. The questions operationalised these in terms of the institutional ex-

perience, position, and decision-making processes and perceptions of our inter-

viewees on the potentials and perils of unbundled teaching and learning provision

in their narrow institutional, and in broader national, and global contexts. Each

interview lasted between 45 and 75 min.

Analysis

All interviews were conducted in English, recorded and transcribed verbatim. Interview

transcripts were anonymised and coded with qualitative data analysis software NVivo.

The coding framework was developed by research team members, operationalising etic

themes from the research literature and unpacking key concepts of marketisation, un-

bundling and digital education, into smaller analytical categories. We also coded for

emic themes drawn directly from interviewees vocabularies rather than the research lit-

erature. We intersected themes on decision making and institutional culture of partner-

ing, digital learning, higher education value and mission, and in secondary coding we

aligned responses to drivers of change identified through our literature review: (i)

PEST/STEEPLE models including Socio-cultural, Technological, Economic, Environ-

mental, Educational/Pedagogic and Politico-legal factors; (ii) internal and external fac-

tors; (iii) organisational, cultural and mission-based factors.

Findings
In this section, we describe the major themes identified from our interviews with senior

managers, aligned to, and focused around our research question.

Economic factors are major determinants of online education growth and partnership

Senior managers talked regularly about growth of online education to generate add-

itional income, alongside the desire to widen access to low income groups. This was

put most bluntly by a senior manager at Russell Group University A, who said: “And so

public universities are businesses, they are businesses which need to develop a surplus to

maintain their buildings, to kind of grow their business like any other businesses. So –

and there are limited revenue generating opportunities they can come up with, you

know. So – and the single biggest revenue generating opportunity is through educating

students.” A similar approach was taken by senior managers at other universities in-

cluding post-1992 University X, who told us: “we have had to become, and I think

rightly so, much more business-savvy that we can’t just sit in these wonderful ivory

towers, dishing out wisdom.” Yet, at all four universities there was still a strong under-

standing that profit at public universities was not for profit’s sake, but for reinvestment

into the core business. As another senior manager at University A put it: “Still, a public
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university to me is, you know, basically where any profit from the university is reinvested

back into the university and not into the hands of shareholders.”. All interviewees dem-

onstrated their understanding of the delicate balance between universities being per-

ceived as meeting the public good and the need to satisfy economic and societal

demands. They may not have referred to ‘marketisation’ directly, but their focus on in-

come generation as ‘business as usual’ reveals its presence.

Growth of online learning, especially through full online degrees, is seen as a poten-

tial new income stream, and working with OPMs is seen by some universities as a way

to achieve this goal. Whilst all universities sampled were involved in the provision of

full online degrees via a variety of different mechanisms, they expressed similar motiva-

tions to target an audience of professionals who could afford to purchase expensive

postgraduate degrees. For example, at University A we were told directly: “our online

programmes are focused very much on the full-time professional market who can afford

to pay reasonably high postgraduate tuition fees.” At University X, where the delivery of

online degrees is not through partnership with an OPM, they have ambitious predic-

tions about the growth of online student numbers: “we have some fairly firm targets

but they’re not outrageous but ultimately over the next fifteen years, something like eight

or nine thousand students online.” This university has clearly made a substantial invest-

ment in growth of online education: “we’ve done it on our own, we’ve invested hugely, a

massive investment from the Board.” Recognising the costs of online education develop-

ment and delivery, this university acknowledges that surplus generation will be a long-

term education strategy not driven by short-term profits. All interviewees expressed de-

sire to grow their online populations of learners, with an intention to increase revenue

for the university, but had taken different routes to achieve this growth, based on their

culture and mission.

Decisions to partner with OPMs are driven by mission and organisational priorities

Considering the success factors for public universities working in effective partnership

with OPMs on online degree programme portfolios, it was clear that alignment of

values and culture between the organisations was important for success. This was

expressed clearly by a senior manager at University B: “if you have good people man-

aging these partnerships, who really understand and are prepared to work in genuine

partnership, rather than keeping to their own very specific party lines, then it works. If

you’ve got people who are very entrenched in their own culture and their own rules and

regulations, and perceived quality standards, things can go badly wrong.” However,

plans to invest in online courses in partnership with OPMs often means taking into ac-

count the latter’s priorities, which are generally return on investment and marketable

courses in subjects such as business, law and health, rather than those that require re-

search infrastructure (e.g. courses in sciences) and subjects without large-scale enrol-

ment potential. This means that universities often have to take more managerial rather

than academic decisions: at University B one of the senior managers we interviewed

told us: “first of all, there has to be a market for them, so there has to be a fairly sizable

market before putting the investment in to develop a new programme. Secondly, it’s got

to be teachable online. So at the moment, that rules out quite a few things ... if you’re go-

ing to be running biomedical science laboratories, that’s not impossible to do online but
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is very difficult.” A senior manager at University A said: “when you’re in a revenue share

arrangement with a partner, you can’t have thirty students a year and expect that the

programme is gonna [sic] be successful for both parties.” Interestingly, partnership with

OPMs appeared to have created a stronger focus on the financial sustainability of de-

gree programmes. At University B, a senior manager described this: “We’re much less

squeamish about shutting down programmes in the online partnership than across the

rest of the university.” In the light of this view, another senior manager at University B

predicted growth in partnerships between universities and private companies, expand-

ing beyond OPMs and online platform providers: “I think many more partnerships will

be entered into. I don’t expect that will be in the same way for each institution ... I think

there’ll be more technology partnerships, more partnerships with employers and govern-

ment organisations.” These universities appear to have accepted that working in part-

nership with an OPM requires a change of approach, including a more managerial style

and financially driven decision making, which may compromise academic mission, and

reveals some of the underlying tensions surrounding these decisions.

A senior manager at University X described a number of reasons for their decision to

not use an OPM partner, citing data protection issues, institutional pedagogical strategy

and institutional risk appetite; but they also saw a clear reason for universities to work

with OPMs: “if the institution simply wants to, simply, not simple at all, wants to take

courses online for commercial or brand reasons, then the online providers at the trad-

itional [OPM providers] of this world, are a very good solution, because they bring mar-

keting skill and student management skills that perhaps the university wouldn’t want to

develop.” further revealing the different values held by universities and OPMs. At Uni-

versity Y, where a previous partnership with an OPM had “failed”, a senior manager

expressed their views about the value of educational partnerships not just based on fi-

nancial reward: “I believe in partnership as an academic and well, it has implications in

terms of students and student mobility of course. And that’s where the financial aspect

does come in. But I wouldn’t simply go out and do something because it had a bottom

line attached to it.” Another senior manager at University Y described a partnership

with a private company where the relationship has evolved as the university’s internal

capabilities and capacity has increased: “the initial commitment that we had together

has now evolved into a model whereby if we believe they’re in the best position to deliver

this particular course to these markets, we would use that partner, but obviously we

now feel as if we have enough in-house expertise and the ability to run our own courses

as well.” At this university, the future growth of online education was clearly seen as an

in-house activity through a central unit: “we are now kind of a self-contained – we have

a distance learning unit and it is their responsibility, predominantly, to take any

provision that our schools want to put in online spaces through that unit.” These univer-

sities have clearly recognised the implications of working in partnership with OPMs for

their organisational structures and culture, and have made choices to approach growth

in online education through alternative, more internal, means.

Growing online education offers opportunities to deliver institutional mission

All interviewees talked about growing online education as a means to attract increased

numbers of students to their universities, physically and virtually, particularly at the
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postgraduate level. A senior manager at University B said: “the wholly online really is

valuable because the students could be working anywhere in the world and they’ve de-

cided they’ve come to that point in their career where they want to do something to

really boost their career prospects.” However, University B also targeted professionals in

remote places to widen access and promote positive societal change, and the senior

manager we interviewed gave numerous examples of online learners from countries in

Africa who had supported local humanitarian situations as a result of learning from on-

line programmes. The benefit of professional learners studying online degrees was

emphasised by University B: “35 to 38 is the sort of average age, you get a lot of people

who become quite influential in their organisations when they’ve got this knowledge and

this degree”. Universities were also using partnerships with online platforms to deliver

outputs of externally funded projects. At University A, an externally funded project to

support refugee education was planning to deliver MOOCs and credit-bearing short

courses on an online platform, developed by the same team who create online degrees

for OPM partnership activities: “I think the other opportunity from, from digital learning

is actually universities being able to deliver education in environments which historically

we’ve not been able to do. So, for example, we’re developing programmes to deliver cur-

rently pre university education in refugee camps.”

Senior managers expressed benefits of growth of online education, including enrich-

ment of the international student experience through use of digital technologies to cre-

ate online classrooms. A senior manager at University B said: “the international

experience of the students has become more and more important … they’re often in a

classroom with people from different cultural and geographical backgrounds … they get

a real benefit from working in that genuinely international classroom. So that’s a real

benefit of wholly online.” This same interviewee suggested that the online experience

could in some cases exceed that offered on campus: “I could definitely argue that our

fully online students get a better experience than if they were doing something similar on

campus.”

All interviewees talked about how unbundled online education contributed to their

mission to offer student-centred, inclusive, flexible learning opportunities to students.

At University X, where there are plans for a large number of fully online degrees to be

delivered on an online platform, students will be able to choose on-campus or online,

providing a flexible learning experience: “some students will choose to be on campus,

some will choose to be online, but they’ll be on the same degree course … and they may

well be working in the same groups, on the same problems.” This senior manager ex-

pected to see universities realising value from online learning through content being

reused and rebundled between on-campus learners and online learners, and learners

studying different courses: “No point developing content fifty times across the same insti-

tution to do the same basic thing. A piece of marketing in healthcare, a piece of market-

ing in marketing and a piece of marketing in engineering requires the same basic

content, but the way in which I contextualise it is different.” The move towards more

flexible learning pathways was echoed by a senior manager at University Y, who said:

“more and more I’m trying to build a flexible environment where students can move be-

tween different modes of learning.” Looking to the future of universities, senior man-

agers described large changes in the size and shape of universities, predicting large

disruptions caused by online education. A senior manager at University B said: “I think
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technology will enable different types of learning, different types of degree. There’ll be

more on the job learning. There’ll be more two year degrees. There’ll be more degree ap-

prenticeships. There’ll be a lot more university education where you don’t attend the

campus.” Similarly, a senior manager at University X predicted major disruption in the

university experience, and suggested that our view of higher education may need to

alter: “I very much see, over the next five, ten years, that a student may choose to do a

semester on campus, their life changes and they may then choose to do a semester on-

line, or they may choose to do a module on campus and three online, or the other way

around, you know … the technology isn’t the problem, it’s our conception of what a

higher education is that’s the real challenge.”

However, all interviewees cautioned against excessive unbundling of higher education

provision, for example senior manager at University Y who expressed concern about

re-use of learning content between different learning journeys: “I can understand from

an efficiency game, unbundling looks like a real great opportunity, perhaps, because

what you’re almost saying is you can create a resource and apply that or deploy that re-

source and make it available in lots of different contexts ... but it misses out the nuances

of the differences of the relationship between the learner and teacher in face-to-face,

compared to the learner and teacher in online because the relationship’s slightly differ-

ent.” This senior manager at University Y also cautioned against the unbundling of de-

grees into modular units: “I think what we have to be careful of, as a sector, is we don’t

fall into the trap of modularising everything because we see that as easier to manage,

more efficient or for whatever other reason.” This senior manager also stressed the im-

portance of considering the ability of students to be able to ‘build their own degree’ in

an unbundled scenario: “I think the challenge with unbundling is how do you wrap

around that context and make it relevant and real? You’re requiring a lot of skills from

the learner to do that, so they need to understand that they’re just going to be delivered

the knowledge or the information and the context might not actually be relevant to

them, but they’re going to have to make the connection for themselves.” They went on to

make an important distinction between unbundled content and the unbundled experi-

ence: “It’s easier to unbundle content than it is to unbundle experience because experi-

ence is kind of interconnected with the environment that you’re in, the city you’re in, so

the macro and micro environment, you know, the physical space, the digital space they

choose to use.” This was echoed by a senior manager at University X who stressed the

belief that students need universities to navigate the aggregation of learning content

into structured learning journeys, noting that fully unbundled provision could be

counter-productive: “I still believe students want packages of learning, and that may

not be the full degree, but how we package things is important, because I think they ab-

solutely trust us to be the navigators of the learning journey.”

Discussion
This study, utilising a modified form of the PEST model as an analytical tool, has iden-

tified a number of drivers influencing senior managers’ decision making in relation to

growth of online education at English universities. It is clear that universities are oper-

ating in a rapidly changing environment in relation to online education. Decision

makers are grappling with multiple drivers in relation to campus-based and online edu-

cation, and identifying mechanisms to generate a return on investment from campus-
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based digital technologies, alongside experimenting with approaches to grow their on-

line education portfolio. As the MOOC market has evolved into a more business-led

activity, universities are producing online courses and fully online degrees hoping to at-

tract international students willing to pay high fees (Hill, 2017). However, as the market

and educational technology landscape evolves, universities are increasingly faced with a

range of options as to how to develop their provision. The findings are important for

university decision makers considering options for growth of online education

provision, and for effective use of digital technologies on-campus.

In this study, we set out to explore how universities are negotiating the options avail-

able to them when embarking on projects to grow online education, in order to under-

stand how their organisational culture and mission impacts on decision-making, in

particular decisions to partner with OPMs or online platform providers. We have iden-

tified a number of themes from our data, worthy of further discussion, including the

role of the market and economic imperatives to increase revenue, and mechanisms to

achieve that whilst maintaining the institutional values; the alignment of institutional

mission, strategy and culture with that of external organisations, such as OPMs and

platform providers; and learner demand for flexible learning opportunities which is

challenging the traditional models of university education.

Universities have been negotiating the challenges of marketisation for many years, as

articulated clearly by Marginson (2018) and others, and the notion of ‘market-making’

(Komljenovic & Robertson, 2016) is evident in our own findings. It is clear from all our

respondents that the market as a driver is strong, but universities are not a pure market

(Marginson, 2013), which in itself causes tensions. Our interviewees believe that the

university has to deliver the public good, whilst also living within its means and gener-

ate additional revenue through new mechanisms. Growth of online education is seen as

a key method to achieve this. A key question comes in how to achieve that growth,

whether through partnership with private companies or by internal investment in skills

and resources. For some institutions the choices are limited and external partnerships

are the only way to be able to engage in such activity, and in this respect the role of the

market is complex and dynamic as Komljenovic and Robertson (2016) suggest. Our

data shows (from our limited sample) that Russell Group universities had chosen to

work with OPMs, and non-Russell Group universities were using alternative mecha-

nisms. These different approaches derive from their positioning, externally and intern-

ally and from their desire to achieve efficiency (Fumasoli et al., 2019). This pattern is

borne out by other work we have conducted to map the partnerships between univer-

sities and private companies (Swinnerton et al., 2019), which shows that brand and

ranking (external) play a significant role in determining the likelihood of partnerships

with private companies. The data suggests that when deciding to partner with OPMs,

economic imperatives are central, in terms of which subjects to include, the potential

size of the cohort and the more likely closure of less financially viable courses (effi-

ciency). Clearly, these universities are able to negotiate a relationship with OPMs which

aligns with their institutional values and culture to the satisfaction of their governing

bodies (internal), and accept that different styles of management and decision-making

will come with that decision. Our interviewees said that these partnerships require in-

volvement of managers and leaders who are willing to make more financially-based de-

cisions (efficiency), perhaps over-riding academic priorities, which could cause

Morris et al. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education           (2020) 17:48 Page 12 of 16



challenges in some organisations, and one interviewee did refer to academic priorities

over the bottom line. It is clear from our data that these factors can be in tension when

considering partnering with private companies given their profit-making motivations,

which may or may not align with the university’s aspirations for additional income, and

the expected time scale for return on investment. In the case of OPM partnerships,

there will be negotiation required about the portfolio of programmes to be developed

as fully online programmes, and the programmes with potential for scale and long-

term financial sustainability may not align with the university’s expertise, or aspirations

for public good, in particular in the aim to widen participation (Gorard et al., 2006).

This demonstrates Fumasoli’s position about the need for organisational culture to

offer a mechanism for a university to mediate the divergence of internal and external

drivers when making strategic decisions (Fumasoli et al., 2019). There are risks associ-

ated with this approach if senior stakeholders don’t have the buy-in or support of aca-

demic colleagues when making decisions to partner with private companies to offer

academic provision, and signals a further tension between those with strategic responsi-

bilities and those tasked with delivering quality education: this tension could result in

friction and lack of engagement which may derail activity, particularly given growing

concerns from academics that their knowledge and teaching content is being commer-

cialised (Swartz et al., 2018).

Recently, the predominant mechanism for achieving large-scale growth in online edu-

cation would have been to partner with an OPM who would invest in marketing and

recruitment services. However, as the market for fully online degrees has become more

congested, and with increased competition over fees, this has become more challenging.

Concurrently, the online platform providers have evolved their business models to in-

clude marketing and recruitment services, with the benefit of having large user bases of

professional learners on their platforms. Some universities, including one within our

sample, has made this move from an OPM partnership to working with an online plat-

form provider, and has ambitious growth plans for fully online learners, taking a long-

term educational approach; demonstrating an educational driver dominating economic

imperatives. This approach also allows universities to maximise the reuse, repurposing

and rebundling of online courses created and delivered on online platforms, and to use

these for campus-based learners, and in partnership with other universities, playing to

the need for efficiencies. This activity can also reveal tensions between those advocating

the ‘efficiencies’ to be made, as one interviewee stated ‘No point developing content

fifty times … ’, and warnings about quality in relation to making ‘it available in lots of

different contexts’ when online and face to face are different, and partnerships managed

by those with different standards of quality.

Alongside the economic and environmental drivers influencing universities choices

about how to grow online education, there are also politico-legal and educational

drivers to negotiate, particularly in terms of universities role in the public good, widen-

ing participation imperatives, and principles about partnerships with profit-making

companies (McCowan, 2017). The desire to use digital technology to widen access, as

described by Gorard et al. (2006) is present. However, the focus for these managers

tends to be on ‘the full-time professional market who can afford … ’, rather than the

whole breadth of atypical cohorts. Yet, there are examples of universities negotiating

these seemingly divergent drivers through innovation, including creating online courses
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for individuals in low income countries, alongside creating high fee professional level

fully online degrees. It is also clear that universities are actively considering their ap-

proaches to delivering online education, and which partnerships they will foster and

grow; our interviewees suggested that partnerships will grow and broaden, and experi-

mentation will continue in this nascent but fertile area.

In terms of campus-based learners, our interviewees all described initiatives to make

greater use of digital technology to enhance the student experience, and reflected the

need to make use of these technologies to support online learners, and to increase effi-

ciency. Here, educational/pedagogic drivers are in tension with economic drivers, as in-

vestments in campus-based digital technologies (e.g. lecture capture) may not deliver

clear economic returns (i.e. more students), but may offer income protection (i.e. less

students choosing other universities, or leaving). Our data show how universities expect

growth in online education, and are preparing for a future where learners demand

greater flexibility in the modes of study available to them at undergraduate, postgradu-

ate and professional levels. Whilst our interviewees all acknowledged the future growth

in unbundled educational provision, and the benefits this offers in terms of flexibility

for learners, they also cautioned around the educational impacts of disaggregating edu-

cational content from educational experience, and the crucial role of universities to act

as navigators of learning journeys. Our interviewees suggested continued growth in

sub-degree qualifications, as alternatives to the traditional 3 year campus-based degree

(e.g. micro-credentials, see Oliver, 2019). It is clear that this complex area of activity

will continue to evolve, with impacts on many parts of the university, and important

decisions will need to made by senior managers about investments in online education.

These decisions will need to encompass campus-based and online learners, and be ap-

propriate for the needs of a broader continuum of learners demanding flexibility, value

for money and high quality education.

Conclusion
This study has demonstrated the wide range of drivers influencing decision makers in

English universities, when considering the growth of online education. Using a modi-

fied form of PEST as an analytical tool has focused on those drivers which most impact

decision-making and in doing so has revealed the complex nature of the inter-

dependencies in this terrain. There is a clear expectation that online education will

continue to grow, and form part of the core business of universities. It is also clear that

universities are trying a range of mechanisms to achieve growth in online education, in-

cluding partnerships with OPMs, online platform providers and use of in-house cap-

abilities, which is impacting on the type of provision being offered. Our data shows

how university senior managers are negotiating a number of drivers which appear to be

in conflict, in particular the necessity to drive increased income to the university

through online education as a result of restricted funding and lack of physical space,

alongside the need to diversify the university population and increase entrants from

lower income backgrounds and from developing countries, and the need to pay atten-

tion to organisational culture and mission. This drive for increased income to univer-

sities may appear to be constraining the aspiration for growth of online education for

public good e.g. MOOCs to democratise education or online education to widen
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participation although these drivers are present. That said, universities need a clear

strategy to negotiate this terrain effectively.

This study has also demonstrated the potential and limitations of further unbundling

of educational provision on online platforms. Whilst unbundling is expected to con-

tinue, and may offer flexible learning opportunities for a broader continuum of

learners, there are perceived risks to separating educational content from the education

experience, and the benefits it brings in terms of context, scaffolding, communities of

practice etc. Universities will need to guard against this disaggregation of education,

and its unintended consequences, whilst remaining relevant and active in this space,

which will continue to attract interest from a wide range of private providers, including

employers and new training providers.
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