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Academic Focus and Research Rationale 
Topic of Research
The research will focus on the most effective marketing and recruitment techniques in the UK higher education (HE) sector, with a particular spotlight on the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD).
This piece of work will culminate in the production of a marketing and recruitment strategy for UWTSD as an outcome, based on the primary and secondary research undertaken during the duration of the project.
Context, Boundaries and Ethical Considerations
Higher education is “big business” in the UK – the collective total income of UK HE providers in 2017/18 was over £38 billion, with just under £19 billion of that amount being a result of tuition fees and training contracts (HESA).
Lifting of the cap on how many students universities could accept in 2015/16 has led to the increased marketisation of the sector (Adams and Weale, 2015), leading to the unprecedented importance of marketing and recruitment for universities, in order to maximise income and remain competitive. Indeed, organisations that can meet the needs of customers (or students) more effectively than competitors will be successful (Doyle, 2002).
The advent of unconditional offer making and higher tariff institutions lowering their entry requirements has led to a highly fierce and competitive sector (Weale, 2019). This can bring in to question ethical considerations in the sense that some students may not be at the “right” institution for their needs, or studying the “correct” course.
The research would focus on ascertaining the most effective marketing and recruitment techniques used by universities in order to attract students, coupled with the key factors that influence student decision-making, all the time linking core marketing theory but tailoring to the HE sector. 
Universities have become particularly effective at leveraging prospective student needs and tailoring marketing and recruitment activities accordingly, hence the dual focus of the research. Understanding choice is crucial to a successful marketing strategy.
However, the HE sector is still in its infancy with regards to being a private-public sector enterprise, and the research will attempt to unpick the most effective way to maximise recruitment of students (i.e. the customer), which may be considerably more sophisticated in long-standing private sector enterprises. 
As previously stated, the research will culminate in a research-informed, evidence-based marketing and recruitment strategy for UWTSD as an outcome, geared towards to maximisation of student recruitment.
Justification and Previous Research
Education market research agencies in the UK have undertaken research in this area to ascertain the reasons why individuals choose to attend a particular university, and techniques used by institutions.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Companies such as UCAS, The Student Room and SMRS produce research generally, and are contracted by universities to undertake research pertaining to perception, reputation and decision factors.
Previous research which has been undertaken in this domain (which will be synthesised for the main project) include:
· UCAS (2017) ‘Through the lens of the students: how perceptions of higher education influence applicants’ choices’
· SMRS (2016) ‘Revisions and Decisions: The Student Journey’
· SPCE’s 2018 motivation survey
· Unite Students (2019) ‘The New Realists’
· The Student Room (2018) ‘Options 2018/19’
· Sussex Learning Network (2008) ‘Pathways and progression: a study in student decision-making about a future in HE
· Hobsons 2017 International Student Survey
· The Student Room (2017) ‘How Widening Participation students think, feel and behave’.
The above research covers a broad spectrum, including older research, data relating to widening participation students, as well as international students, so analysis will provide an effective overview of the HE sector.
UWTSD also produces in-house market research which can be used to both complement generic HE research, but also identify the key decision factors and the most effective marketing and recruitment techniques at an institutional level.
Recruitment in HE is a complicated and long process in a complex environment, with the decision-making process often lasting over two years, numerous options of provider and course, and a complex mix of contributing decision factors. 
Further to this, the HE sector is still in its relative infancy in terms of being marketised, having been within the public sector for so long, and therefore potentially lacks the experience with this area of work, so it would be interesting to fully research this topic in greater detail.
Key Academic Theory
The research will intertwine core marketing theory and link this to the HE sector, including:
· The marketing strategy process;
· The marketing mix and various marketing channels;
· Portfolio analysis;
· The market environment;
· Competitor analysis;
· Customer analysis;
· Market segmentation and targeting;
· Competitive positioning strategies (Hooley, G., Saunders, J. & Piercey, N., 2004).


Primary Research Question
The primary research question is:
Which marketing and recruitment techniques are most effective in the recruitment of students at an institutional level for UWTSD?
Aims and Objectives of the Research
The aims and objectives of this piece of research is to evaluate and understand the various marketing and recruitment techniques used by universities to recruit students, with a particular focus on UWTSD, in order to ascertain the best methods that can be implemented to maximise recruitment, all the while linking to core academic marketing theory. 
As previously stated, this will include gaining a firm understanding of the motivations and key decision-making factors of prospective students, in order to fully comprehend which techniques are most effective.
The research will culminate in the production of a marketing and recruitment strategy for UWTSD, based on the research undertaken.
Research Paradigm and Method
Research Paradigm
A pragmatic approach will be taken with regards to the research paradigm debate, one which combines the themes of quantitative and qualitative research, and one that sees the benefits of blending quantitative and qualitative methods (Cohen D. & Crabtree B, 2006). It is anticipated that this will provide more insightful and definitive research in order to answer the primary research question.
Research Methods
The research will entail the following:
· Review and synthesis of previous sector reports in relation to motivations, decision-making, marketing and student recruitment in the UK HE sector.
· Online surveys targeted at UWTSD applicants who have either accepted (via an acceptor survey), or those who have declined or withdrawn (via a decliner and withdrawer survey) to gather the perspective directly from the target market. This primary research will cover the 15/16, 16/17, 17/18, 18/19 and 19/20 recruitment cycles.
· Interviews will be undertaken with marketing staff at UWTSD to gather their views about what they see as the key activities that result in the maximum recruitment of students, which can be cross-referenced with the results of the online surveys.
Advantages and Disadvantages of Research Methods
The advantages of the proposed research methods are:
· The survey responses are directly from UWTSD applicants – the actual target market for marketing and recruitment techniques;
· The survey is sent to applicants on decision, so the results are a good indicator how applicants are feeling at that crucial point in time;
· The results cover nearly five full recruitment cycles, and therefore allow for analysis over time which can provide far greater insight and a larger sample;
· The interviews will gather the views of experienced marketing and recruitment professionals who have worked in the sector for many years;
· Sector reports will provide wider insight in to the HE sector as a whole;
· Core marketing theory has high levels of academic rigour;
· Collectively, the research covers the view of the applicants/prospective students of UWTSD, the view of the wider sector on a more general basis, HE marketing professionals currently working in the sector, as well as core marketing theory, meaning a wide range of sources will be used.
With regards to the disadvantages:
· The survey is a sample and may not be fully representative of the whole University;
· The primary research focuses on one institution, and therefore this may not be the case in other universities.


Methodological Limitations of the Research
Limitations of using a survey as a research technique include:
· Dishonest answers: respondents may not be fully truthful in their answers, particularly in the decliner and withdrawer survey;
· Unanswered questions: all questions are not required to encourage maximum completion, but this means some questions could be skipped entirely;
· Differences in understanding and interpretation: as the surveys are online, there is no-one on hand to fully explain each question if there’s some confusion, which in-turn could skew the results;
· Difficulty in analysing some questions: the surveys contain some open-ended questions which can be difficult to comprehensively analyse;
· Survey fatigue: applicants may have been surveyed by other universities and therefore less inclined to complete (Debois, 2019).
Limitations of interviewing as a research technique include:
· Time-consuming: organising, undertaking and writing up the transcript can all be very time-consuming;
· The sample can be small, particularly compared with other methods such as a survey (Sociology Group, 2019).
Finally, limitations of secondary research include:
· The information may be old and not relevant anymore;
· The data used may be of poor quality or biased (Cameron, 2018).
Data Collection
Data Collection Techniques
The online surveys are automated once applicants have made the relevant decision – that is, if an applicant accepts a place to study with UWTSD, an automated email is sent to them with an electronic link to the acceptor survey. Similarly, if an applicant declines or withdraws their application, an automated email is sent with an electronic link to the decliner and withdrawer survey. The survey software used is SurveyMonkey. 
A set of questions will be developed in order to structure the interviews, and a selection of colleagues will be approached to participate within the Marketing department at UWTSD. All interviews will be recorded, and the transcripts typed up.
Desk-based online research will be used to locate and review sector reports relating to university motivations and decision-making, student recruitment and marketing.
Survey Population and Sample
As a very rough guide, UWTSD has approximately 5,000 applications a year across all its programmes (undergraduate and postgraduate), with approximately 2,000 firms and therefore 3,000 non-firms.
Allowing 300 acceptor responses per academic year results in 1,500 responses for 15/16 to 19/20, with a response rate of 15%.
Allowing 200 decliner/withdrawer responses per academic year results in 1,000 responses for 15/16 to 19/20, with a response rate of 7%.
Research Limitations
As previously discussed, the research could be skewed by different applicant cohorts and not be fully representative of the whole institution, but it is anticipated that the amalgamation of data and cross-reference of both surveys will negate this. 
Methods of Data Analysis
The methods of primary data analysis are:
· SurveyMonkey has built-in analysis functions in order to analyse both the quantitative and qualitative results of both surveys.
· Microsoft Excel will be used to amalgamate the data from both surveys and to undertake the subsequent analysis.
· Content analysis will be used for the interviews in order to draw out key themes, grouping relevant trains of thoughts together.


Resource and Time Management
Resources Required
The following resources are required:
· Access to SurveyMonkey and the survey data;
· Access to marketing staff to undertake the interviews
· Access to the secondary research.
It is anticipated the dissertation will be completed in time to be considered at the June examining boards.
Budget Considerations
There are no budgetary constraints that need to be considered.
Summary
The full research process can be summarised by the following workflow:
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