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Abstract 
Alliances between corporate providers and partner universities for delivering pre-degree pathway courses are reaching a mature stage in the UK.  There is however a lack of knowledge about their characteristics.  In-depth interviews with university and private provider respondents determine that, although areas of friction may arise through cultural differences and student recruitment issues,  pathway alliances are otherwise amicable and certainly enduring.  Relational factors such as trust, commitment and communication are the drivers.  Other factors such as complementarity, strategic compatibility and formal control mechanisms provide an appropriate context for the alliances to thrive.  Although some academics are concerned about privatisation in UK higher education, pathway alliances would  seem to contribute to its positive face.  However, with increasing competition from universities overseas, the future of these partnerships is uncertain.          
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An analysis of alliances for delivering                                                                         pathway programmes  in UK higher education

Chapter 1 Introduction 
The expansion of marketisation and privatisation in UK higher education has stimulated interest and considerable discussion amongst scholars.   A section of this literature provides a general explanation intended for both academics and other interested parties, (Brown and Carasso, 2013; McGettigan, 2013).  The rest of the work often reviews some common overarching themes.  These may include commodification of UK higher education, government policies which are perceived to facilitate commercialisation and emphasise value for money, the student treated as a consumer and concerns about effects on quality standards, (Ashwin et al., 2015; Boyle and Brown, 2000; Brancaleone and O’Brien, 2011; Brown, 2015, 2018; Marginson, 2013; McCowan, 2016; Munro, 2018; Talbot et al., 2014). 
At a more detailed level, a report by Ball and Youdell (2007, p. 13) differentiates between ‘endogenous privatisation in education’ and ‘exogenous privatisation of education’. The former is where models and practices are imported from the private sector into education to nurture a more business-like approach and the latter when the private sector designs, delivers or manages elements of education on a for-profit basis.
1.1 Pathway providers and markets 
An example of exogenous privatisation of UK higher education is the external providers who offer academic support to universities through on campus pathway programmes also known as pre-bachelor’s and pre-master’s preparation courses.  This pathway model was introduced to the UK in 2005, (Matthews, 2014).  The providers help institutions to recruit international students and then tutor them in English language, chosen subject content, study and soft skills, so that the students are equipped to progress to the universities’ degree programmes, (SP-CE, 2015).  
Johnson et al. (2018) comment that there are five major, well-established, world-wide corporate pathway providers with four minor, later participants.  Although about a third of universities manage their own pathway programmes, the majority are outsourced to private providers.  The corporate providers account for half of this market, (see Figure 1).  
Figure 1 Market share of pathway providers by type	Source: SP-CE (2016, p. 11)
              Based on number of programmes listed online 

[image: ]

The worldwide market for English-medium pathway programmes is estimated at around US$1.4 billion per annum, (SP-CE, 2016).   Although only 10% of internationally mobile students come to the UK, the country offers around half of the world’s pathway programmes, (see Figure 2), resulting in a relatively high penetration of universities with a pathway course.  The UK is therefore one of the most highly developed markets, now reaching maturity.  Some diversification by providers is apparent.  For example, they may become involved in online courses, although traditional pathway students are currently not the principal candidates for these, (Johnson et al., 2018).  
Figure 2 Distribution of pathway programmes by country (Countries with > 1% of programmes)     Source: Johnson et al. (2018, p. 3)       
[image: ]


1.2 Pathway partnerships and related literature 
Within the body of work dealing with marketisation in the higher education sector, pathway providers are included as examples of global market makers, (Komljenovic, 2018; Robertson and Komljenovic, 2016; Verger et al., 2016).  
However, research below the macro level, such as a focus on the characteristics of corporate provider-university pathway partnerships, is lacking, (Komljenovic, 2018).  Pathway associated papers tend to concentrate on the student’s experience, (Allen, 2018; Kaktins, 2013; Miller et al., 2015).  Conversely, outside of academia, the activities of pathway providers have attracted media attention, (Baker, 2011; ICEF, 2016; Matthews, 2014).  Moreover, there are several global pathway industry reports, (Johnson et al., 2018; SP-CE, 2015; 2016) and also a UK university sector privatisation report which encompasses pathway providers, (Fielden, 2010).  However, on occasion, these industry and university reports display conflicting interpretations of how pathway delivery is perceived by the other party.  
Tian and Martin (2014) note that although business models are now part of university life, academic management literature is inclined to refer to them in broad terms rather than look in detail at their content and structure.  They suggest that this may be related to the lack of popularity of the concept in academic spheres.  Frequently, business models have been equated with profit maximisation and cost reductions which will be harmful to students, academics and possibly the broader community, (Alderman, 2010; Katopes, 2009; Winter and Sarros, 2002).  Tian and Martin (2014) maintain that there is a strong link between negative perceptions of business models and the international student market which has at times been associated with declining standards and indiscriminate student recruitment, (Alderman, 2010; Robertson, 2011).  
Wekullo (2017) agrees that privatisation of both academic and non-academic services is a common practice in higher education but there continues to be a lack of knowledge about its effectiveness.  Wekullo recommends that academics and administrators should develop an understanding of the privatisation phenomenon to judge whether it may be beneficial to their individual institution.  


1.3 Research rationale 
Although the UK has a privately managed pathway market which is now maturing, there is minimal academic literature studying the phenomenon other than at a macro level.  This research therefore seeks to contribute to knowledge about privatisation in UK higher education with an in-depth investigation of corporate pathway provider-university partnerships.  There is also a personal interest element, as my employer, a private international education organisation, has recently entered the pathway sector.     
Eddy and Amey (2014) advise educational institutions to seek strategic partnerships, rather than those which are based on short-term goals, which is often the traditional approach in education.  They consider that a strategic partnership ‘enhances the probability of long-term and sustainable success’, (Eddy and Amey, 2014, p.191).   
Therefore, this research will study pathway partnerships through the lens of theories relating to strategic alliances and their management.  The perspective of both corporate providers and higher education institutions will be considered to aim for a balanced view. 
1.4 Research aims and objectives
Main research question 
What is the nature of the relationship between private pathway programme providers and their partner universities? 
Aim
To review the current and possible future of private providers–university alliances in the delivery of pathway programmes.
Objectives
· To establish the strategic benefits of setting up partnerships for delivery of pathway programmes 
· To investigate the main challenges which such arrangements present
· To establish the major factors for successful alliances
· To explore potential future developments for these partnerships 
· To make recommendations for practice in alliances relating to pathway programmes
· To suggest possible areas of further research   
                                                                                                                                   (Jones, 2019a) 

1.5 Defining strategic alliances
At this point, it may be helpful to review definitions of the term strategic alliance. In business, strategic alliances have become a tool widely used by international, domestic, large and small organisations, (Pansiri, 2005).  The literature investigating strategic alliances has typically concentrated on business, however alliances between industry and higher education institutions continue to gain impetus, (Elmuti et al., 2005).   
Pansiri (2005) argues that a plethora of business scenarios, coupled with academics from different fields seeking to identify, explain and offer ways in which to manage them, do not allow a single, all-encompassing definition of a strategic alliance.  However, definitions do share some common threads: strategic alliances are a variety of purposive inter-organisational relationships between at least two partner organisations, (Ariño et al., 2001; Elmuti et al., 2012; Todeva and Knoke, 2005) which share compatible aims, seek joint benefits and recognise a high degree of mutual dependence, (Elmuti et al., 2005; Kale et al., 2000; Pansiri, 2005).  The partners contribute resources such as people, organisational capabilities, physical assets and intellectual property on a continuing basis, (Elmuti et al., 2012; Hooley et al., 2017; Vaidya, 2011) through alliances which may have different forms of governance including equity joint ventures or non-equity collaborative agreements, licensing or management contracts, (Ariño et al., 2001; Johnson et al., 2017; Todeva and Knoke, 2005). 
For the purposes of this research an appropriate definition of a strategic alliance might be: ‘the pooling of specific resources and skills by the co-operating organisations in order to achieve common goals, as well as goals specific to the individual partners’, (Varadarajan and Cunningham, 1995, p.282), ‘in contexts involving contested markets and uncertainty over outcomes’, (Ariño et al., 2001, p.110).  UK higher education increasingly finds itself functioning in a volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous environment, (Thurman, 1991).  




1.6 Structure of the dissertation 
Chapter 1
The introduction presents the context of the research as well as the rationale for it, outlining the aims and the objectives which the research is seeking to achieve.  To provide further context the chapter explores definitions of strategic alliances and suggests an appropriate definition relating to the research topic.  
Chapter 2
Due to the vast amount of research surrounding strategic alliances, the literature review aims to concentrate wherever possible on more recent thinking.  The chapter starts with relevant background information.  Then it examines some major aspects commonly associated with strategic alliances which are most relevant to pathway provider-university partnerships.    
Chapter 3
This chapter describes the research methodology, explains why a qualitative approach was preferred and outlines how the data is analysed.  It also considers both the benefits and the limitations of the research method as well as highlighting ethical considerations.
Chapter 4
The research findings are presented using a thematic analysis of the data collected via the method described in the previous chapter. 
Chapter 5
This chapter presents an overall conclusion and analyses the empirical findings further with reference to the secondary research in the literature review.  Recommendations are made for practice in pathway alliances as well as possible future research avenues.  

The dissertation therefore proceeds with the literature review.    



Chapter 2 Literature review 
2.1 Background to strategic alliances   
In an ever more competitive environment, over the years organisations have substantially increased their use of strategic alliances.  Combining and developing know-how with external partners has become central to many competitive and growth plans, (Zhao, 2014).  The international business literature acknowledges several positive outcomes potentially for organisations which actively seek strategic alliances.  For example, they often achieve better return on investment and higher success rates compared with organisations which avoid establishing such relationships, (Todeva and Knoke, 2005).  
However, outcomes of strategic alliances are not always satisfactory with failure rates quoted of 50% or more in some industries, (Kale and Singh, 2007; Lunnan and Haugland, 2008; Morcillo et al., 2015; Rod, 2009).  Although their popularity has increased, strategic alliances are apparently sometimes difficult to manage and organisations have a differing ability to obtain benefits from them, (Schweitzer, 2014).   
Some research has been carried out on collaborations between universities and industry. However, this relates to scientific and technological research and development which seeks innovations in these areas, (Rybnicek and Königsgruber, 2018).  The parties have different objectives:  academics have an interest in publishing results whereas industry looks to commercialisation, therefore disclosure may hamper any competitive advantage, (Bellini et al., 2018).   
Similar to evolutionary stage models corresponding to business alliances, (Das and Teng, 2002; Inkpen and Currall, 2004), a helpful three-phase model is offered by Eddy and Amey (2014) for successful strategic partnerships in higher education, (see Figure 3).  Nevertheless, Eddy and Amey’s work concentrates on alliances solely between educational institutions.  

Neither of these scenarios completely reflects the basis upon which pathway alliances are established, albeit they can provide some background information and in the case of the three-stage model, a useful starting point.  The most relevant material is to be found in the business literature where there has been extensive investigation of strategic alliances.           
Figure 3 Three-phase strategic alliance model for higher education                                                                                Based on Eddy and Amey (2014)

There are potential upsides for successful alliances yet uncertainty about outcomes often exists.  In the light of this, it is no doubt important for business and even academic leaders as well as scholars to understand the formation processes, dynamics and management of strategic alliances, (Mellat-Parast and Digman, 2007).  This literature review highlights some of the main themes with a view to informing the current piece of research about the nature of the alliances between pathway providers and their partner universities.  In a literature field rich with approaches to analysis, the review will be based on appropriate elements of the strategic alliance stage model proposed by Eddy and Amey (2014) combined with theories and concepts from business alliance literature.  

2.2 Motives for the formation of strategic alliances  
Several theories are often applied to explain the drivers of strategic alliances, (Bai and O’Brien, 2008; To, 2016; Vaidya, 2011).  
The Resource Based theory is where objectives may be to share resources and exchange the complementary knowledge and skills necessary to provide the different aspects of expertise required, (Bastida et al., 2017).   An organisation’s competitive position derives from the unique and diverse resources at its disposal, (Franco and Haase, 2017).  Resources are therefore key to an organisation’s success but may also limit its expansion.   The formation of strategic alliances is a way of securing resources which the organisation needs to help reduce any uncertainty which it faces, (Franco and Haase, 2017).  Some academics distinguish the Knowledge Based from the Resource Based view.  Organisational learning theory considers that knowledge and superior talent are the key assets which create organisations’ sustained competitive advantage, (Curado and Bontis, 2006).  From the knowledge-based perspective, an alliance may be encouraged by both organisations seeking to benefit from the other’s know-how and capability, with the possibility of some learning exchange, (Bou-Wen and Chung-Jen, 2002).
According to Risk Theory, the risks and rewards associated with investment choices are evaluated in order to maximise the expected returns. Collaboration with other organisations may provide valuable experience and skills, which lower the risks associated with production and development of goods or services.  The probability of success is therefore improved, (Bai and O’Brien, 2008).  Transaction Cost Economics assumes that organisations interact in a way that minimises the sum of production and transaction costs.  The latter may include establishing and enforcing a contract, negotiating terms and claims as well as administering a transaction, (Vaidya, 2011).  Strategic alliances may thus prove to be an efficient solution to the pitfalls of economic transactions, (Bou-Wen and Chung-Jen, 2002).  However, Bastida et al. (2017) take a broader view of Transaction Cost Economics, stating that it encompasses not only the concepts of reduction in production and transaction costs but also risk minimisation.  Although Transaction Cost Economic theory predicts that strategic alliances aim to achieve such minimal cost scenarios, they may not simply be reactive in reducing internal costs. Strategic alliances may also be proactive by creating new products, technology or markets, as well as new organisations and management styles, (Vaidya, 2011).  
A further approach to strategic alliances involves Competitive Strategy theory, (Bai and O’Brien, 2008; Vaidya, 2011).  Strategic competitiveness is realised when an organisation successfully establishes and implements a value-creating strategy.  The main objective of Competitive Strategy is to help an organisation achieve a sustained competitive advantage amongst its rivals which the latter find difficult or costly to replicate, (Hitt et al., 2007).  Strategic alliances are cooperative strategies where organisations work to achieve a shared objective by combining some of their resources and capabilities to gain a strong position vis-à-vis the competition, (Hitt et al., 2007).  If they are able to do this in unique ways, strategic alliances may further enhance a superior performance, (Murray, 2001). Many ﬁrms enter into strategic alliances with a wish to bolster their competitive advantage in the market, (Bai and O’Brien, 2008).  However, in Competitive Strategy, alliances are not only established with the aim of outperforming rivals, they may also be created for defensive purposes to protect against strategic uncertainty, (Vaidya, 2011).  
Nevertheless, the major theories should not be perceived as competitive but as complementary, (Vaidya, 2011) so organisations may find themselves applying elements of each.   Certainly, in this study, resource-based theory and competitive objectives will be revealed as leading drivers of pathway alliance formation. 
Based on the main theories, it is possible to construct a table to categorise typical motives for alliances proposed by Ahuja (2000), Elmuti and Kathawala (2001), Hitt et al., (2005), Kang (2014), Pansiri (2005), Rothaermel and Boeker (2008), Vaidya (2011) and Zhao (2014). See Table 1:
Table 1 Categorisation of some possible motives for strategic alliance formation                                                                         Adapted from Vaidya (2011, p. 92)  

	Resource Based Theory + Organisational Learning 
	Transaction Cost Economics + Risk Theory
	Competitive 
Strategy

	· Access critical assets and resources 
· Combine resources creatively and / or synergistically 
· Enhance organisational certainty
· Improve internal procedures
· Enhance innovation capability
· Acquire new skills, competencies and capabilities   
· Enter and train in new product areas
· Gain tacit knowledge 



	· Lower manufacturing costs
· Achieve/increase efficiency in production
· Obtain new technology with cheapest cost or best quality  
· Gain experience effects
· Extend R&D resources
· Reduce financial risk
· Reduce political risk
· Share/diversify risks
	· Enter specific new markets / international regions
· Achieve or ensure competitive advantage in domestic market 
· Increase market share, grow business 
· Circumvent barriers or raise them for others
· Reduce potential competitive threat 
· Enhance market power and shape competition
· Broaden product range and fill gaps
· Contend with fast-moving business environment 



When an alliance achieves its goals or meets the needs of the partners, then the organisations are said to experience the benefits of this alliance.  Such benefits are therefore derived from the motives for formation of the strategic alliance. Successful alliances arise between organisations which achieve their objectives and the motives for alliance formation, (Vaidya, 2011).   

2.3 Complementarity, compatibility and commitment 
There has been an extensive research focus on partner selection during alliance formation, (Kale and Singh, 2009). A comprehensive review of forty studies (Shah and Swaminathan, 2008), determines that complementarity, compatibility or fit and commitment are partner attributes which have an enhancing effect on alliance performance, (Kale and Singh, 2009). 
2.3.1 Complementarity
Complementarity is the extent to which a partner brings nonoverlapping competencies to the alliance, (Kale and Singh, 2009), with one partner contributing resources and strengths to offset the other’s deficiencies and vice versa, (Johnson et al., 2017).  Resource based theories suggest that the higher the degree of complementarity between partners the greater the probability of alliance success, (Kale and Singh, 2009), and numerous studies support this proposition, (Chung et al., 2000; Das and Teng, 2000a; Elmuti et al., 2012; Lunnan and Haugland, 2008).  Furthermore, when it proves difficult for partners to define the exact outcomes from an alliance, existing complementarity is significant and likely to produce positive results, even if a full assessment is not possible, (Shah and Swaminathan, 2008). 
Conversely, alliances where capabilities overlap are eventually likely to be terminated, (Lunnan and Haugland, 2008) and there are high failure rates in alliances between competitors, (Dussauge et al., 2000).   Partners should note that complementarity often implies greater interdependence, therefore, to secure any positive effects adequate processes should be established to manage these interdependences, (Kale and Singh, 2009). 
2.3.1.1 Complementarity and sorting of potential partners
Partner selection is a critical decision, (Mindruta et al., 2016), because value creation is dependent on whether a potential partner will offer competencies in suitable attributes, (Ahuja et al., 2009; Mitsuhashi and Greve, 2009).  Scholars should be cognisant of a market for strategic alliances rather than simply concentrate on a focal organisation or take a dyadic approach, (Mindruta et al., 2016).  Organisations often have competition for making an alliance with a preferred partner, (MacDonald and Ryall, 2004) therefore partner selection is not made independently from the restrictions of other organisations. Indeed, there may already be limitations if a preferred partner itself has a preference and also the opportunity for higher value creation in an alternative alliance, (Mindruta et al., 2016).   
Complementarity is necessary for alliance formation, but it is not a sufficient factor for partner selection.  The choices of competing organisations are interdependent. This often leads to the sorting of alliance partners, (Cabral and Pacheco de Almeida, 2019).  In a top-down sorting of partnerships, organisations with lower capability have to ally with partners also with a lower capability because organisations with higher capability are not an option for them.  Generally, two organisations form an alliance when both perceive complementarities between each other’s attributes and neither can create higher value with alternative and available organisations in the market, (Mindruta et al., 2016). 
Complementarity and its related sorting are contextual factors which will be presented as significant contributors to the formation of the pathway alliances under consideration.  
2.3.2 Compatibility
Nevertheless, complementarity is not the only consideration for alliance formation and success.  A partner organisation must also be compatible with the focal organisation, (Kale and Singh, 2009) as it is an aspect which can have significant impact on alliance performance, (Gao et al., 2017).  Compatibility may relate to the fit between partners’ organisational cultures, management styles, nationality and even organisation size, (Kale et al., 2000; Kale and Singh, 2009) as well as corporate values (Eddy and Amey, 2014) or the image fit between partners, (Hitt et al., 2004).  
Strategic compatibility among partners can have a positive effect on performance, (Lunnan and Haugland, 2008) and is often focussed on products, customers, markets and technology, (Zeng and Schoeneker, 2015).  Cultural and organisational compatibility among partners is an important variable in predicting the success or failure of a partnership, (Lunnan and Haugland, 2008; Swoboda et al., 2011).  When partners are not compatible in their aims for the collaboration or if there are ill-defined objectives and goals, obstacles to a successful collaboration may be created, (Franco and Haase, 2017).  Incompatibility of partners is one of the most cited reasons for alliance failure, (Brekalo and Albers, 2016).  
Compatibility can foster a chemistry between partners, (Kale et al., 2000).  Although entities which have a similar organisational environment are already less likely to experience conflicts, (Raue and Wallenberg, 2013) compatibility can facilitate the resolution of any differences between partners.  They therefore often enjoy easy and honest communication, (Kale et al., 2000).  Indeed, compatibility may nurture further common understanding and cultural fitness, (Raue and Wallenberg, 2013).   A cooperative culture may also enhance outcomes of an alliance, (Rod, 2009).  Compatible organisation cultures form the basis of shared norms and values and can inspire trust within a partnership, (Schreiner et al., 2009), which can improve collaboration and reduce the tendency for opportunistic behaviour, (Tubin and Rozalis, 2008).   
However, essential cultural differences prevail between universities and corporations, (Suntornpithug and Todorovic, 2015).   Universities are involved in creating and disseminating knowledge, while companies offer products and services for profit in a sophisticated commercial environment, (Woo, 2003).  The time frame for businesses is linked to meeting quarterly goals and other short term commitments, whereas universities tend to have longer horizons which may be comparatively less well defined, (Elmuti et al., 2005).   Additionally, the partners have differing organisational cultures, values and terminology which may present some problems with understanding, (Kock et al., 2000).  
Cultural compatibility cannot therefore support pathway alliances.  In this research, strategic compatibility will be shown to be more influential.   
Compatibility covers a variety of issues including broad philosophies, values and principles, aspirations for the future, strategic rationales as well as cultural and organisational factors, (Gao et al., 2017).   Compatibility between partners allows organisations to actually take advantage of the complementarity of their shared attributes, (Kale et al., 2000; Pansiri, 2008).            
2.3.3 Commitment 
Commitment is characterised by the tendency of both partners, motivated by a desire for continuity, to direct effort and invest resources into a relationship, (Delerue and Perez, 2009; Kauser and Shaw, 2004).  It is a willingness to make short-term sacrifices so that the longer-term benefits may be realised, (Kale and Singh, 2009).  Commitment is associated with motivation and involvement, (Delerue and Perez, 2009), a perception of equity (White and Sui-Yun Lui, 2005) and with strong alliance performance, (Rampersad et al., 2010; Wu and Cavusgil, 2006).  Higher levels of commitment may positively affect trust between partners, (Rampersad et al., 2010) and help them to achieve their respective goals without the need to resort to opportunistic behaviour, (Wahyudi, 2014).  Commitment is a vital element of successful long-term arrangements, (Moeller, 2010).  Neglecting to make commitments at the outset of an alliance often leads to its failure, (Shah and Swaminathan, 2008).   
According to Cullen et al. (2000) commitment arises from two bases.  One type is instrumental where partners form a strategic alliance with the expectation of deriving some sort of financial gain from it.  If the relationship is to continue there must be a positive cost-benefit evaluation with a potential for returns.  Cullen et al. describe this as calculative commitment.  It can be likened to an investment, as it represents the analytical and economic face of commitment.   Such investments in physical or human assets create the capability for the partners to react as necessary to future events, (Delerue and Perez, 2009).  There is also an emotional or affective side to commitment, (Cullen et al., 2000), where the alliance relationship is internalised by the partners.  The alliance assumes a certain importance and status so that partners are willing to make efforts, often beyond simple contractual responsibilities, to progress it and ensure the alliance performs well. Cullen et al. call this attitudinal commitment.  
Andresen et al. (2012) also maintain that there are two types of commitment:  attitudinal and behavioural.   Attitudinal commitment relates to the organisational perspective and its intentions to commit to a long-term alliance.  Conversely, behavioural commitment specifies what is actually done in a partnership and the activity undertaken to develop it.  The relationship between the two is determined by intended and actual behaviour.  
Although Andresen et al. (2012) present an interesting discussion, the stability of the pathway alliances encountered in this research suggest that intended and actual behaviour is similar.  The analysis of commitment by Cullen et al. (2000) is therefore more relevant.    
A further aspect of commitment is that of senior leaders, which is a factor key to the ultimate success of any strategic alliance, (Elmuti et al., 2001).  Without their support, an alliance may not receive all the appropriate resources necessary to achieve the desired outcomes.  Senior leader commitment is also important to persuade others at all levels of the value of an alliance and to minimise the possible viewpoint that it lies outside the organisational mainstream.   
This piece of research will demonstrate that in the pathway alliances studied, commitment is an important, underpinning characteristic throughout the whole of their lifetimes.        

2.4 Trust
Trust is one of the most significant aspects of strategic alliances, (Kang, 2014).  It may be defined as one party’s willingness to be vulnerable to the actions of another, based on positive judgements regarding the other party’s ability, benevolence and integrity, (Lu and Yan, 2016; Meier et al., 2016; Schilke and Cook, 2013).   Risk is the possibility that the trusting party will encounter loss or injury if the other partner proves untrustworthy.  Risk therefore creates the opportunity for trust, (Inkpen and Currall, 2004).  An alternative view sees trust divided into intention, where one party seeks to depend on the other and belief, where a partner believes the other to be capable, benevolent and honest, (Cullen et al., 2000; Krishnan et al., 2016).  Trust is here defined as the expectation that a party will agree to fulfil its obligations, conduct itself predictably, negotiate and act fairly if opportunistic possibilities arise, (Krishnan et al., 2016; Montoro-Sánchez et al., 2010).  In this alternative, the concept of risk is not emphasised as trust is considered to positively impact inter-partner cooperation reducing the need to scrutinise the other party.  This allows more time and effort to be directed towards a long-term relationship which is mutually beneficial, (Cullen et al., 2000). 

Some scholars distinguish between initial and ongoing trust in alliances, (Montoro-Sánchez et al., 2010; Taylor, 2005).   One viewpoint sees initial trust stemming mainly from previous relationships or professional links between the partners, (Bellini et al., 2018).   Cooperation with known partners is likely to reduce the probability of opportunistic behaviour and facilitate a positive outcome, (Montoro-Sánchez et al., 2010). Alternatively, initial trust depends on the availability of pertinent information about the parties and their reputations which could generate trust about how they are likely to act.  This type of initial trust is therefore more transactional and calculative, (Taylor, 2005).

Ongoing trust is trust which arises as the relationship progresses, (Montoro-Sánchez et al., 2010; Taylor, 2005).  As a result of their successive interaction the level of trust increases between the partners as they obtain more knowledge about each other and closer ties develop, (Wahyudi, 2014).  Experience may promote trust which thus limits the cost of the future partnership from the transaction cost theory point of view, (Bellini et al., 2018).  Ongoing trust is based on reciprocal understanding and shared insight as well as common values and moral obligations to each other, (Taylor, 2005).  Trust may therefore foster a perception of heightened satisfaction with an alliance and a belief that it is important to the partnership’s stability and survival, (Schreiner et al., 2009).  

If trust implies optimistic expectations regarding the other party’s intentions and actions, buyers (here, applicable to universities) may well expect that sellers (pathway providers) will not exploit them even though this might be possible, (Beckert, 2006).  Studies often analyse trust from the perspective of trustors (the ones who give trust to trustees) and suggest that giving trust depends on a single, brief decision, (Komljenovic, 2018).  However, trusting relationships are usually more complex with an evolving association between trustors and trustees, (Bachmann and Zaheer, 2006).  Komljenovic (2018) argues that active trust therefore needs to be produced and sustained as it is trustors who take the major risk in a trusting relationship, while trustees generally experience a favourable outcome.  

Paradoxically, in this research, pathway providers will be shown to have a more acute awareness of risk.  Universities seem to have positive expectations of their counterparts, more in line with Cullen et al.‘s (2000) concept of a trusting relationship.    

Based on the concept that trust develops through a repeated process of interaction, negotiation and implementation between partners, there are several ways of building trust, (Kale and Singh, 2009).  Firstly, an organisation can demonstrate trust in a partner by making unilateral commitments, which to a certain extent invites reciprocation.  Another method is to demonstrate trustworthiness by adhering to all commitments and committing only to action of which the organisation is capable, thereby earning a partner’s trust, (Zaheer and Harris, 2006).  A third facilitator of trust is the interpersonal or relational trust which most often develops between people who work regularly together at the alliance interface, (Zahra et al., 2006).  Through day-to-day support and active involvement, they come to understand each other’s operating style and may develop social bonds, particularly if there is stability in their roles, (Schreiner et al., 2009).   Alliance managers are key actors with a responsibility to purposively build the trust which drives superior performance, (Meier et al., 2016).   

Meier et al.’s (2016) study concludes that the process-based mechanisms brought to fruition through the cooperation of direct alliance managers are more important than characteristic or institutional-based mechanisms in forging trust, (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 Trust building mechanisms in strategic alliances  	Source: Meier et al. (2016, p.233)

Furthermore, if institutional-based, legal safeguards are used intensively then this can weaken trust where previously there were strong bonds between partners, (Rybnicek and Königsgruber, 2018).  According to Chrupała-Pniak et al. (2016) the capability to exploit the potential of employee trust to strengthen the quality of trust-building procedures should become an organisational core competence.     

In the relational perspective of alliances, evolution and success depends very much on the way that partners handle their overall relationship, (Ariño et al., 2001; Valdés-Llaneza and García-Canal, 2015).   Relational investments - such as the financial and managerial time efforts proposed by  Kale and Singh (2009) and Meier et al. (2016) - are important factors which contribute both to the realisation of specific joint projects and to wider relationship management through trust formation.  Inter-organisational trust also stimulates self-enforcing mechanisms which encourage partners to behave cooperatively.  It is however possible that trust levels will vary over time depending on whether the actions of one partner meets the other’s expectations of cooperative behaviour, (Valdés-Llaneza and García-Canal, 2015).  For example, the issue of trust may be delicate in alliances involving the public and private sectors, where profit motives are suspected by one side and sudden changes in the political agenda a concern for the other, (Johnson et al., 2017).    

Nevertheless, trust can have a substantial impact on the achievement of objectives, (Kang, 2014; Mellat-Parast and Digman, 2007; Yang, 2016).   It is positively related to enhanced alliance performance, continuous improvement and promotion of mutual commitment, (Bener and Glaister, 2010; Green, 2003; Henderson and Smith-King, 2015; Moeller, 2010).  Trust can reduce opportunistic behaviour, improving innovation and problem-solving capability, (Ali and Khalid, 2017; Henderson and Smith-King, 2015; Yasir and Maqsood, 2013).  It can encourage partners to be more willing to resolve any conflicts arising in an unemotional, objective way, (Meier at al., 2016), facilitating their ability to adapt, (Wahyudi, 2014).   Trust is critical for successful joint decision making, (Henderson and Smith-King, 2015) as it can ensure that the information supplied by partners is both valid and valuable, (Argote et al., 2003).  Mutual trust creates the foundation of effective and enduring collaborative relationships, (Kale et al., 2000; Lehene and Borza, 2017) yet it may also be the key outcome of a successful collaboration, (Green, 2003).  

Trust will be revealed as a dominant aspect of the pathway alliances comprising this study, with direct alliance managers as instrumental in developing trusting relationships.  
[bookmark: _Hlk11076457]
2.5 Control 
[bookmark: _Hlk11926432][bookmark: _Hlk11084478]Although control in alliances encompasses control of the partner and of the alliance itself, they are often treated in an integrated way, (Das and Teng, 2001).  Control is the process by which one organisation influences, to a greater or lesser extent, the output and behaviour of another organisation.  It has a basis in the use of authority and power, application of formal bureaucratic and contractual procedures as well as different types of informal processes, (Mamavi et al., 2015).    Formal Governance Mechanisms (FGM) and Relational Governance Mechanisms (RGM) are frequently utilised to mitigate opportunism and coordinate interorganisational activity, (Dekker, 2004).  Respectively known also as external, measure-based control and internal, value-based control, (Cobben and Roijakkers, 2019), FGM and RGM may both exist to varying degrees in the same alliance and are therefore not exclusive, (Hoetker and Mellewigt, 2009).         
FGM concentrate on objective, legally binding agreements and financial commitments which are implemented to manage and govern the alliance, (Yu et al., 2006).   Contracts may determine behavioural controls such as reporting devices, cost or quality levels, information disclosure limitations, intellectual property rights, conflict resolution procedures and alliance termination conditions.  Contracts may also define output controls including alliance goals, service level agreements, incentive and reward schemes with associated monitoring, (Bouncken et al., 2016; Cobben and Roijakkers, 2019; Reuer and Ariño, 2007).   FGM may additionally refer to other formal yet non-legal processes designed to achieve success, such as a common strategy, (Lehene and Borza, 2017).   
RGM cover aspects which are distinct from, yet complementary to, the legal or non-legal FGM and are based on shared standards to coordinate and monitor the behaviours of the partners, (Lehene and Borza, 2017).  These self-enforcing types of governance mechanism rely on the social interaction and reciprocity between people working in the alliance, (Bouncken et al., 2016; Kale et al., 2000). The relationship between the partner organisations is managed through social norms such as goodwill, respect, mutual understanding, friendship and trust, at the personal level between individuals, (Bouncken et al., 2016; Hoetker and Mellewigt, 2009; Kale et al., 2000).  It may involve setting up committees, teams and task forces with direct contact on trips or at meetings as well as  developing systems for shared decision making and problem resolution, (Hoetker and Mellewigt, 2009; Kale et al., 2000).  Hoetker and Mellewigt’s (2009) study concludes that RGM rather than FGM have a vital function in helping organisations to exploit knowledge-based assets in alliances.
However, alliance partners should be aware that control has the potential to negatively affect an alliance.  Opportunistic behaviour may arise because of perceived or real disproportionate control of one party over the other’s decision making, (Das and Teng, 2001).  Nevertheless, relational governance can increase the probability of alliance success by reducing transaction costs because organisations generally trust the other party to behave reasonably and partners are prepared to be flexible when unexpected situations arise.  Relational governance may also encourage partners to work together in realising value-creating initiatives through knowledge-sharing and offering solutions which are not a strict contractual demand, (Das and Teng, 2001; Kale and Singh, 2009).  There is a positive relation between exercising control and the performance of alliances measured by attainment of objectives, (Yan and Gray, 2001) or the survival of the relationship, (Lu and Herbert, 2005).  Effective control is therefore an important element of satisfactory alliance performance, (Das and Teng, 2001). 
[bookmark: _Hlk10702793]Formal governance does have a role in the pathway alliances making up this piece of research. However, as Hoetker and Mellewigt (2009) suggest, relational governance will emerge as the more important factor.

2.6 Communication
[bookmark: _Hlk12017552][bookmark: _Hlk12027537]Communication processes support many aspects of strategic alliance functioning and therefore are an important factor in achieving alliance success, (Elmuti and Kathawala, 2001; Kauser and Shaw, 2004).  Communication can be utilised to strengthen bonds and develop trust, enable learning as well as coordination between partner organisations thus helping to cultivate, smooth and maintain a viable relationship, (Choi et al., 2010; Dyer and Chu, 2003). Communication can help to diminish uncertainty about a partner’s competences and motives as well as ease concerns that any necessary investments will reap future benefits, (Schreiner et al., 2009).  
To develop the effective communication necessary for achieving a satisfactory partner relationship, Choi et al. (2010) assert that there are two dimensions to take into consideration.  The first is communication frequency.  Adequate communication channels should be opened on a formal and informal basis between senior leaders, alliance leaders and operational teams, (Lehene and Borza, 2017).   Formal communication reduces role conflict and ambiguity as well as enhancing cross-functional cooperation.  Spontaneous informal communication between individual alliance partners creates more occasions for mutual understanding and adjustment to the other’s needs.  Frequent formal and informal communication can facilitate cooperation, shared experience and understanding as well as promote future synergy between the partners, (Choi et al., 2010).
The second dimension is communication efficacy which has two major components.  Two-way communication is where each party gives immediate feedback and inputs, both positive and negative, to the other, (Choi et al., 2010).  This can give partners opportunities to clarify one another’s intentions, obtain a better understanding of a counterpart’s thinking and decisions as well as sharing honest, credible and accurate information, (Kauser and Shaw, 2004).  Participative communication is involvement in joint decision-making and goal-setting, (Choi et al., 2010).  Timely and relevant information exchange can facilitate joint sense-making with appropriate adjustments to plans and clarification of objectives, (Pesch et al., 2016).  With participative communication each partner feels involved in the alliance which encourages compliance and a cooperative alliance partnership, (Kauser and Shaw, 2004).  Together two-way and participative communication can nurture an environment where each partner can make optimal use of the alliance’s resources, (Choi et al., 2010).  Furthermore, the quality and transparency of information transmitted play an important role in strengthening ties and establishing trust between collaborators, (Kauser and Shaw, 2004; Wahyuni et al., 2007).
Of relevance to pathway alliances, is an emphasis on intercultural communication skills.  According to Lehene and Borza (2017) all those who work in an alliance should understand and respect their possible cultural divergence.  In order to create an effective relationship, they should develop awareness of their partners’ cultural differences, then explore and build on the similarities rather than highlight disparities.  
Nevertheless, Pesch et al. (2016) argue that differences in communication style can lead to a constructive exchange of ideas which helps to develop a clearer vision of the alliance’s environment.  The combination of complementary resources may well generate creative solutions which better meet customer expectations. Therefore, divergent communication processes can increase product innovation. Additionally, Agarwal et al. (2010) note that communication between alliance partners has the potential to produce more cost-effective solutions than other options such as structural changes or reward schemes.     
In successful alliances, partners are free to communicate vertically and laterally, both internally and externally, (Lloyd and Varey, 2003; Rodriguez, 2005).  In practice however the degree of contact between members from various levels of the alliance may be limited by time and cost restrictions.  In some cases, it may prove more efficient to augment communication at lower levels, (Butler, 2010).  If an alliance operates with a large group of members, care should be taken to ensure that communications do not lead to misinterpretation, particularly if there are different cultures.  Nonetheless, leadership decisions should be communicated to all groups in the alliance, (Butler, 2010).  
Informational communication should encompass different approaches over time which are suited to each context, (Schreiner et al., 2009).  Those directly involved in alliance management might require scheduled formal meetings and reports as well as informal conversations at breaks during meetings or via “the grapevine” in everyday interaction.   A wider audience with an interest in a satisfactory alliance could be reached through presentations or even social events.  The aim is for a partner to project a full and credible image of itself, so various means should be deployed to convey detailed information and appropriately influence behaviour. 
Communication -  formal, informal and at all levels - will be highlighted as making a notable contribution to the positive outcomes of pathway alliances in this study.        
2.7 Collaboration 
According to Gulati et al. (2012) collaboration has two facets: cooperation and coordination. Research has tended to emphasise the importance of the former (Ariño et al., 2001; Clarke-Hill et al., 2003; Das and Teng, 2000b; Gulati et al., 2000) but coordination is becoming more systematically considered, (Hoetker and Mellewigt, 2009; Mamavi et al., 2015).  Both are equally important for strategic alliances, (Gulati et al., 2012; Mellat-Parast and Digman, 2007) as success depends on mitigating the risk of opportunistic behaviour and optimally combining alliance partners’ resources and activity, (Hoetker and Mellewigt, 2009). 
The cooperation perspective highlights agreement about joint objectives, contribution to resources and sharing of returns.  The coordination perspective focusses on how partner administration and organisation activity is harmonised and adapted so that the alliance operates effectively, (Gulati et al., 2012).   See table 3: 
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Table 3 Comparison of the cooperation and coordination perspectives 
Adapted from Gulati et al. (2012, p. 7)

A lack of cooperation can ensue from divergent or misaligned interests, opportunism or simply a gradual diminution of enthusiasm in pursuing the alliance, (Gulati et al., 2012).  Deterrents may include legal sanctions and the potential risk of reputational damage to the organisation or an individual.  However, relational attachment and identification with a partner are valuable methods of encouragement.   Successfully managed cooperation, centred on nurturing partners’ mutual commitment to aligning interests can lead to alliance stability, with equitable sharing of benefits when goals are reached.     
Coordination risks may include failure to carry out vital activity, misallocation of resources and operations intended to be complementary proving incompatible, (Gulati et al., 2012).  Solutions therefore concentrate on identifying and building consensus about task requirements and determining working procedures for their execution, (Schreiner et al., 2009).  Decision-making, information-sharing and feedback mechanisms may be specified to achieve order and unity, possibly with some form of hierarchy.   Nevertheless, interpersonal liaison and connections also play a part.  If those involved together undertake to learn about the task, about all available resources and capability as well as the most effective way of combining these, then an efficient yet flexible alliance can be developed and maintained, (Gulati et al., 2012).  
Hughes and Weiss (2007) argue that although formal alliance management systems are important, emphasis should be placed on enabling collaborative behaviour as the former cannot guarantee collaboration between individuals.   Joint review rather than judgement avoids the tendency to apportion blame yet frees time and energy for constructive diagnosis of problems for future application.  Alliance teams are less likely to defensively withhold information in such an environment but may devise working norms together to consolidate their activity and relationship.   
In summary, partners should be alert to cooperation and coordination issues at all stages of an alliance:  it is unlikely to succeed if either is neglected, (Gulati et al., 2012). 
It will be shown that although the pathway alliance teams in this study recognise the value of formal management guidelines, much of the cooperation and coordination is relational,  taking place between individuals and teams at the alliance interface.  


This concludes the review of the relevant aspects of the business literature.  The dissertation moves on in the next chapter to describe the methodology undertaken for the primary research. 


Chapter 3 Research methodology
Table 4 Reiteration of the aims and objectives of the research	 
	Main research question 
What is the nature of the relationship between private pathway providers and their partner universities? 

	Aim
To review the current and possible future of private providers–university alliances in the delivery of pathway programmes

	Objectives
- To establish the strategic benefits of setting up partnerships for delivery of pathway programmes                                                      - To investigate the main challenges which such arrangements present                                                                                                    - To establish the major factors for successful alliances                                                                                                                                 - To explore potential future developments for these partnerships                                                                                                               - To make recommendations for practice in alliances relating to pathway programmes                                                                            - To suggest possible areas of further research 



3.1 Research paradigm
Paradigms help researchers in their pursuit of finding the “truth” about a particular topic, activity or event.  They present a framework to enable assumptions to be made about the nature of society and reality, (Hurt and Callahan, 2013).    
Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) describe two of the dominant paradigms in research.  The first is the Positivist paradigm, which defines a worldview grounded in scientific methods of investigation, which its supporters claim is the only legitimate way of building knowledge and developing human understanding.  The Positivist approach aims to interpret observations based on fact and provide explanations founded on accurately measurable results, which can thereafter be used to make logical predictions.  
Conversely, the Interpretivist paradigm aims to understand human experience through the subjective world.   It is based on the researcher endeavouring to understand and interpret a subject’s thoughts and the meanings attached to the context.  Efforts are made to appreciate the viewpoint of the individual rather than the viewpoint of the researcher, laying emphasis on the former’s concept of the world, (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).  A central tenet of the Interpretivist approach is therefore that reality is socially constructed though the perspectives of those who take part in the phenomena being investigated, (Hurt and Callahan, 2013).  This explains why the Interpretivist paradigm is sometimes called the Constructivist paradigm: theory is grounded on the data generated by the research activity, rather than preceding it, (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).  According to Ye et al. (2016) although the Positivist paradigm may reflect the “real world”, the advantage of the Interpretivist paradigm is that it permits a greater depth of exploration and understanding of the deeper structure of phenomena.  
The Constructivist / Interpretivist paradigm is the one which is followed in this research.  Given the lack of study of pathway alliances to date, there is much to learn about them.  Those participating in the implementation of these partnerships jointly construct context and meaning, with their thinking being interpreted by the researcher.  A qualitative approach is therefore involved.  
Ye et al. (2016) summarise the Interpretivist paradigm in Table 5:
[image: ]          
Table 5 Summary of the Interpretivist paradigm Source: Ye et al. (2016, p.121)   
3.2 Research method
A qualitative study could select from various methods to establish meaning and facilitate understanding such as cases studies, observations and interviews, (Ye et al., 2016).  For this piece of research, interviews are both appropriate and practical.  There are three main types of research interviews: structured, unstructured and semi-structured, (Doody and Noonan, 2013; Gill et al., 2008, Qu and Dumay, 2011).
Structured interviews are more akin to verbally conducted questionnaires as each participant is asked the same questions in the same order.  However, this leaves no room for follow-up questions to elaborate on particular answers.  Structured interviews are therefore of little use when depth is sought, (Doody and Noonan, 2013; Gill et al., 2008).  
Conversely, unstructured interviews often start with a broad, open question relevant to the topic of study, but will then progress depending on the participant’s response.  Nevertheless, no interview is completely without structure, although flexibility is emphasised.  The interviewer follows an interview guide based on themes rather than specific questions. This allows a detailed exploration of the participant’s interests and thoughts.  The unstructured interview is especially useful where almost nothing is known about the subject area, (Doody and Noonan, 2013; Gill et al., 2008). 
The style of interviews most commonly used in qualitative research are semi-structured interviews.  They consist of several predetermined questions which define the areas to be discussed but where the researcher is free to diverge to seek clarification.  The interview is flexible, with open-ended questions and the opportunity to explore topics which emerge spontaneously.  Depending on the direction of the interview, the order and the wording of the questions can be varied, with further questions added where appropriate, (Doody and Noonan, 2013; Gill et al., 2008).           
In this piece of research, in-depth qualitative interviews are conducted.  The principal type used is the semi-structured interview, although use is also made of the unstructured interview.   The objective is that together they gather detailed information about participants’ thoughts and opinions, contributing a rich insight into a new issue, (Boyce and Neal, 2006; Qu and Dumay, 2011).  
However, conducting interviews can be time-consuming and necessitates an intensive categorisation and analysis process.  The interviewer also needs to be skilful to generate detailed and rich data, (Boyce and Neale, 2006).  Unlike quantitative methods, interviews do not produce an objectively verifiable result, (Choy, 2014). Furthermore, it may be more difficult to generalise from qualitative interviews as the respondent group is usually small with no random sampling, (Boyce and Neale, 2006).   
3.3 Data collection method

As the topic was a new research issue as well as being an unknown environment for the researcher, a snowballing sampling technique was used to find participants.  In the snowballing data collection technique, also known as chain sampling, one interviewee refers the researcher to another, giving the latter the credibility to make contact through the sponsorship of a named person, (Harif and Hoe, 2018; Othman and Hamid, 2018; Streeton et al., 2004).  A characteristic of this approach is gaining access to the relevant population by using an individual or group who may come to be called ‘champions’: as an integral element of successful snowball sampling they ‘champion your cause’, (Streeton et al., 2004, p.38 ).  
Initially, the HR department at the researcher’s organisation was contacted. They firstly introduced an international consultant who had C-suite experience at several pathway providers as well as involvement on the university side at the time the pathway concept originated.  The second HR introduction was a current pathway provider Operations Director.  The original consultant then introduced another consultant with provider global marketing experience,  a current provider Director of Research & Statistics with operational experience and a current provider Head of Academic Development.  As Streeton et al. (2004) suggest the HR department and the first consultant in effect were acting as ‘champions of the cause’.
The chain of head office contacts was obviously leading to a sample with a top level, strategy bias.   The HR department was once again consulted and they presented two current pathway College Directors who have operational oversight.  With one exception the sample was now also beginning to be biased to just two organisations, although some interviewees additionally had previous experience elsewhere.  From an internet search the names and email addresses of fifteen College Directors employed by other providers were found.  They were contacted, with just one acceptance to interview.  
Previous interviewees had said that they might be able to introduce university counterparts, however this did not prove possible.  Via the internet, fifteen universities with pathway alliances were identified.  The Vice Chancellor’s office at each was contacted by telephone, following up each call with an email, to ask for an introduction to appropriate participants.  This produced interviews with a Head of Product and Relation Development, two Heads of International and a Pro-Vice-Chancellor - Partnerships.  A misunderstanding with one university about the target group generated an interview with another College Director from a different pathway provider organisation.   
The total number of participants was therefore thirteen.   There is no conclusive answer to the question of the correct sample size for qualitative interviews, as Baker and Edwards’ (2012) review paper reveals, (Jones, 2019b).  It was not the original intention to conduct this number of interviews, eight was proposed as the maximum, but early contacts were of a similar mindset.  It was considered that persevering to obtain the final sample mix of strategic and operational, several universities and various providers was important to help form as complete a view as possible of pathway alliances, (Ye et al., 2016) and to reach saturation.   
With little specific knowledge about pathways, the researcher decided that the best approach was to hold an unstructured interview with the first consultant who was the most experienced contact.   Once a better understanding of the issue had been gained,  semi-structured interviews were successfully undertaken with everyone else apart from two.  The first interview lasted for over an hour.  Subsequent meetings lasted between thirty minutes and an hour with an average of forty-five minutes.  
The interviews were conducted by Skype for ease of recording, a system which generally worked well.  Two participants were permitted to use only Skype for Business, due to the restrictions of the technology policies where they each worked.   During the first of these interviews, it became apparent that a very expensive, organisational licence must be held for recording to be enabled in this mode.   The interview was conducted anyway, with notes taken, but the interviewee was also asked to complete any answers by email.  Similarly, the other interviewee returned answers by email.  As Doody and Noonan (2013) and Gill et al. (2008) suggest the email method was not satisfactory in that it did not allow any follow up questions. However, the opportunity to give a considered response gave rise to one or two useful and original insights from these participants.  Using a personal ID with basic Skype created no such problems with recording.  Consent to it was readily granted by all other participants.                                                       
The unstructured interview covered themes such as original and current strategy for university and provider as well as the benefits, financial aspects, due diligence, common problems and positive outcomes with pathway alliances, individual and organisational influences, future possibilities.  The main questions in the semi-structured interviews related to the long-term advantages of alliances, challenges which frequently occur, aspects which are considered key success factors and the development of pathways and pathway alliances in the future. The emails followed the format of the semi-structured questions.
3.4 Methods of data analysis – coding and thematic analysis 

With the Skype technology, interview transcriptions were easy and relatively swift.  The data was then analysed by compilation into sections or groups of information known as codes, (Jones, 2019b).  These are common ideas and phrases expressed by participants which transmit comparable meanings.  Coding manages and organises data by adding interpretation and theory, (Turner, 2010).  Although most data is assigned a code and some may have more than one code, (Gibbs, 2007), an inexperienced researcher should be wary of over-analysis, (Turner, 2010). 
After a close reading of each of the transcripts, the process of coding was started by identifying and highlighting, with different colours, words or sentences which conveyed similar meanings, (Belotto, 2018).  As an example, this activity produced a set of data which was initially labelled “Co-ordination mechanisms”.  Table 6 lists concepts or phrases from the transcripts which are associated with this code:
	· Steering committees at top level e.g. VC/DVC and MD/CEO. 
· Formal meetings, committees and organised groups
· Quarterly meeting to manage partner and centre effectively 
· Programmes may be designed by pathway provider but definitely agreed by university
· Steering boards/meetings once a term to check requirement fulfilment: student & progression numbers, QA.
· Three joint board meetings- academic advisory council, operations, marketing
· Pathway providers actively in involved in safeguarding committees
· Strategic partnership meetings
· Formal steering/leadership group meets three times a year at DVC level with senior pathway provider staff  
· Due diligence processes required
· Joint consideration of programme development and likely demand
· Frequent meetings – formal and informal – strategic group meetings
· Pathway provider QAA audit processes integrated into university systems



Table 6 Results of Co-ordination mechanism coding 
It should be noted that many of these segments could be allocated an additional code such as communication or collaboration, (Gibbs, 2007).  After coding, the qualitative method of thematic analysis was applied.  Braun and Clarke (2006) explain that thematic analysis is a detailed means of identifying, analysing and describing patterns or themes within a data set.  With the Co-ordination mechanism data set, a secondary level of analysis divides some aspects of the data into Control and others into Alignment of systems. See Table 7: 
	· Steering committees at top level e.g. VC/DVC and MD/CEO. 
· Formal meetings, committees and organised groups
· Quarterly meeting to manage partner and centre effectively 
· Programmes may be designed by pathway provider but definitely agreed by university
· Steering boards/meetings once a term to check requirement fulfilment: student & progression numbers, QA.
· Three joint board meetings- academic advisory council, operations, marketing
· Pathway providers actively in involved in safeguarding committees
· Strategic partnership meetings
· Formal steering/leadership group meets three times a year at DVC level with senior pathway provider staff  
· Due diligence processes required
· Joint consideration of programme development and likely demand
· Frequent meetings – formal and informal – e.g. strategic group meetings
· Pathway provider QAA audit processes integrated into university systems     


Table 7 Co-ordination mechanisms coding analysis: Control and Alignment of systems
Nevertheless, as they remain tightly related, a ‘Control and Alignment of systems’ sub-theme is created, forming part of the higher ‘Alliance Management’ theme, (Elliott, 2018).  Other sub-themes in the unifying ‘Alliance Management’ theme such as ‘Challenges, communication and collaboration’ are closely associated with ‘Control and Alignment of systems’.  The ‘Alliance Management’ theme itself forms part of the overall theme of ‘Alliances for delivering pathways’, (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Williams and Moser, 2019).                 
These patterned responses are then related to the research question.   A theme can be recognised by its frequency of occurrence in a data set and its extensiveness within a single item. However, prevalence of a theme does not necessarily make it a factor crucial to the research question, (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  Braun and Clarke note that it is possible to create a rich thematic description of the whole data set which conveys an idea of the important or dominant themes.  They suggest this would be useful where the opinions of the participants are not known or in an area with little research, as is the case in this study.  
A helpful idea for this research was to establish a thematic network or web, (Attride-Stirling, 2001, page 387).  As thematic analysis aims to extract the themes at different levels of a data set, a thematic network can structure and illustrate the relationships of Basic Themes, more abstract Organizing Themes and ultimately the Global Themes of the entire data set.  See Figure 5, (Attride-Stirling, 2001, pp.388-389):
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Figure 5 An example of a structure of a Thematic Network    Source: Attride-Stirling (2001, page 388)
Braun and Clarke (2006) advise that the advantages of thematic analysis are that it is relatively quick and easy to learn, even for a novice researcher.  It can summarise the main aspects of a large body of data yet reveal unexpected insights.   Thematic analysis is also able to highlight similarities and differences.  However, Braun and Clarke caution that thematic analysis can also present hazards.  It is vital to analyse data, not just group together extracts from it.  Neither should data collection questions represent the themes which are reported.   Finally, weak analysis should be avoided, such as several themes which do not work due to lack of coherence or too much overlap between them, (Jones, 2019b). 
3.5 Reliability and validity
Healy and Perry (2000) assert that the criteria for judging the quality of a study depends on the paradigm underpinning the research.  Whereas the terms reliability and validity are considered essential in quantitative paradigms,  the parallel concept of trustworthiness may be substituted in qualitative research, encompassing the four aspects of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability, (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, as cited by Golafshani, 2003).  Efforts have been made to ensure that the four criteria have been met by this research project.  An authentic study has been carried out using knowledgeable participants with relevant experience and their data has been analysed with care, (credibility).  As a consequence, it is anticipated that there is a likelihood of obtaining the same outcome in similar conditions, (dependability).  Endeavours have been made to minimise personal biases, so that contamination of the results is avoided and the research findings could be confirmed by others, (confirmability).   Similarly, there has been an aim to provide ample contextual data about the research,  adequate enough for others to relate the present findings to the findings of their own context, (transferability), (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).                  
However, Morse et al. (2002) and Cypress (2017) argue that adopting the trustworthiness perspective can lead to post hoc evaluation of qualitative investigation.   The concepts of reliability and validity in relation to qualitative research cannot be neglected, as it requires rigour to be built into the process just as much as quantitative research.  Hayashi et al. (2019, p.98) emphasise the practical elements of ‘processual validity [which] both supports good research and helps in its reflection and guidance’.  A comprehensive and detailed schedule of activity and procedure was drawn up and followed for the present research, (Jones, 2019b). Furthermore, it was not a static document but was updated and refined where necessary. (See Appendix 1).      
Golafshani (2003) maintains that credibility and trustworthiness in qualitative research stems from the ability and work of the researcher.  Morse et al. (2002, p.9) agree that the quality of research depends on ‘the researcher’s creativity, sensitivity, flexibility and skill in using verification strategies’.  Aspects such as ensuring an appropriate methodology and an adequate sample with saturation should have been achieved in this study.  However, there are some limitations of a novice researcher in other areas such as investigator responsiveness and active analysis, theoretical thinking and development of theory, (Morse et al., 2002).  
3.6 Limitations of the research
Apart from limitations already noted in earlier sections, there are a few more which may be highlighted.  
According to Harif and Hoe (2018) the snowballing technique is not reliable as a means of producing a probability sample, as often a sample derived in this way consists of members who belong to a specific network.  Different referral avenues were used in this study but even so Streeton et al. (2013) maintain that such a sample is not truly random.  It is the case that the “champions” tended to introduce only strategically oriented participants.   Moreover,  establishing the suitability of potential respondents did not prove easy with the snowballing technique, as Streeton et al. indicate.  Although there was a great deal of commonality in the data collected, some information was irrelevant depending on the exact role of the participant. 
With in-depth interviews, an inexperienced researcher may not be able to easily identify where to ask prompt questions or to investigate responses more deeply, so some relevant data may not be collected, (Doody and Noonan, 2013).  During transcription, it was recognised  that some opportunities to probe further were indeed missed, although the exercise was a valuable lesson. 
Researchers should be aware of a possible implicit assumption on their part that during qualitative interviews, responses given by interviewees can be simply and straightforwardly accepted as the truth, (Qu and Dumay, 2011; Randall and Phoenix, 2009).  Anderson (2010) adds that participants’ contributions can be affected by the researcher’s presence during qualitative data collection. Choy (2014) reflects that typically open-ended enquiry allows participants to influence the content of the qualitative data collected anyway.  With semi-structured interviews carried out by Skype, potential problems such as these are unavoidable.  Part of data analysis should be an appreciation of their possible occurrence.  
As this is an initial study of pathway alliances, the main research question is broad.  This leads to coverage of a wide range of issues. However, such an approach may well provide an opportunity to discover more specific areas of further research interest.            
Finally, of the seven pathway providers active in the UK, only one operates with equity joint ventures, the others have contractual partnerships.  The governance model is not a feature of this study although if it is relevant it has been mentioned and contributions from all participants have been considered for inclusion in the findings.  However, the majority of participants are from organisations with a contractual partnership.  It is possible therefore that more directed research, such as a case study of joint venture pathway alliances, may produce different results.            
3.7 Ethical principles
Ethical considerations are an important aspect of research, (Cavico, 2012).  Several key ethics principles were upheld during this project, (IoE, n.d.; UWTSD, 2017). 
An authentic and original study was carried out, initiated by an approved research proposal, with participants who have direct experience of pathway alliances.  Methodologies used in the research have been explained in detail.  Participants’ data was analysed carefully and a true representation of the information appears in the dissertation along with reference to relevant theory.
Through an exchange of several emails, respondents gave fully informed consent to take part in the research via a recorded Skype interview, with the understanding that their data would be used, although withdrawal from the study at any time was a possibility. Permission to record was re-established at the start of every interview and participants were advised  once again of the totally voluntary nature of their involvement and their engagement with questions.   

Similarly, the anonymity of the participants and the confidentiality of their information was stressed to them throughout the process.  The dissertation does not reveal any personal details nor does it refer to any organisation by name. There is no identifying information on Skype recordings or transcripts of interviews.  All material generated from the interview will remain confidential.                                                                                                                                                         

Due care and respect was accorded to all participants.  Complete anonymity and confidentiality should ensure that neither they nor their organisations experience any reputational damage as a consequence of the research.  Equally the reputation of the university was maintained throughout the project.  

There are no conflicts of interest and the findings of the research may be openly and widely distributed.  Participants have already been offered a summary of the findings if they wish to receive this.   


The following chapter presents the outcomes from the data generated by the research methodology explained in this section.    
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Chapter 4 Data analysis 
4.1 Thematic network diagram 
The data gathered through this research is probably best analysed by themes.  The following diagram, which displays some stage development in a similar way to Eddy and Amey’s (2014) model, summarises the information obtained about the nature of pathway alliances: 
Figure 6 A thematic network diagram illustrating pathway alliances                                                                 Key:  PP(s) = Pathway Provider(s)   Us = UniversitiesUs and PPs:    resources                   and risk  
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4.2 Motives for seeking alliances

4.2.1 Universities’ and pathway providers’ growth objectives     


Participants reflect that, as private sector organisations, commercial factors are significant to pathway providers: 
“Of course, there is a commercial engagement there for the provider”.
“For the provider it is a commercial thing, it’s their business.  They are for-profit companies and fundamentally they are attempting to run their business to certainly optimise their profitability over the long term”.
However, universities experience similar pressures as a university participant explains:  
“I think they are pushed by their Head Office to kind of increase the profitability and the turnover year on year and our centre has to play their part in that, but at the same time we push our faculties quite hard to increase their student numbers, increase their qualifications, increase standards here, there and everywhere.  So, we are not a thousand miles apart on that.   I think we understand each other”.
Internationalisation can enhance a university brand.  From a university participant:  
“It is about bringing diversity to the campus, it’s about providing opportunities to students globally, it’s about our reputation and brand as a global education provider, which is important academically.  It allows us to have a global pool of talent which we attract to the university”.   
Recruiting higher numbers of international students is a strategy which can satisfy the common growth aims of universities and providers, as a consultant summarises:
“There are clear benefits, including financial, of bringing international students to the UK”.   
4.2.2 Universities and providers: resources and risk 
Participant responses suggest that the universities and pathway providers have strengths in resources which meet the needs of the other.   
A university participant acknowledges some main provider strengths:
“I would say that being a private provider and having a lot more money behind them than we have as an international recruitment team, they are able to recruit students to their foundation programme who then hopefully progress to us that we perhaps would not ordinarily be able to reach.  They have a much greater network, they have much bigger budgets and much larger agent network.  So that the students that they feed to us we believe probably if I had to guess, we probably could not get more than fifty per cent of those ourselves”.
Private providers also have other knowledge-based assets. A university participant notes:
“I think then you have your academic perspective which is it is a very strong bridging programme for students.  We find generally that students who have come through the provider are very well prepared when they then progress on to the degree.  English language support but also the study skills and assignment writing mean that the students are very capable.  Sometimes that cultural academic shock for international students who come straight on to year one or masters without that soft landing can be quite challenging”.
Further participants also present the provider point of view:
“Students go through a period of getting used to studying at a partner university.  They become accustomed to expectations and procedures whilst with the pathway provider.   Students have greater more directed support in the early stages of their university education”
“The university is assured that they are moving on to the next stage with the knowledge that they need to be successful in their studies.  As a consequence, they have a better chance of retaining those students throughout the remainder of their degree programme”.    
  
For their part, universities, many with an attractive reputation, offer a wide range of degree subjects to potential students.  Additionally, universities can provide a broad set of student-oriented facilities as well as suitable premises for delivery of these preparation courses.   (Albeit in joint venture alliances, there is co-ownership of, for example, classroom blocks, cafes and accommodation).   
University participants consider that:
“We are bringing our reputation”.
“We have a very large profile in China.  We are very well regarded and are often selected  as the only UK university to join government activities.  I think this helps the provider because it promotes them in an important country where they do not have the same visibility, being a private organisation”.     


A provider participant confirms that:
“Providers benefit from the pulling power of the university’s name and potential access to a huge amount of degree courses, as well as the university facilities and services.  Pathway students get access to all the sports facilities, the societies, canteens and all the rest of it”.    
A consultant outlines that from the universities’ perspective, providers accept the greater financial risk:   
“The big cost is running a global recruitment unit.  With 100 people on average at £40,000 salary each you are spending £4 million on your global recruitment unit, so that is your major cost as a business.…. The real benefit to you as a university is that an undergraduate student coming from a pathway then pays you three years of fees.  If the pathway provider has taken all of the cost of setting up the pathway and runs it separately and you have not got any downside there, all you get is students progressing to you, who you charge international fees for”.
A university participant summarises the reciprocal, long-term benefits of fulfilling formation motives through a successful partnership:
“The strategic advantages for us have been working with somebody who specialises in pathway courses and that foundation level and does it really well……..Their recruitment network is far larger than ours so it gives them the opportunity to sell the courses far and wide around the world and bring in students that we probably could not attract ourselves.  So, on that basis we are confident of increased numbers”.
4.3 Alliance initiation and development 
 
4.3.1 Complementarity

Complementarity is directly related to the resource-based approach to pathway alliance formation.   Long-experienced participants from both groups note an early, swift expansion of the pathway model in the UK, attributed to the reciprocity between university needs and capacities and provider assets and competences:   

“When we began in the mid-2000s, as universities, everyone was talking about internationalisation”.
“At one time it was a bit of a land grab where lots of universities were deciding that a pathway provider would be something they were looking for.  There were five big players so there was a bit of competition to get and work with a portfolio of universities”.
“Most UK universities only allow you to matriculate when you have completed thirteen years of secondary schooling.  Major sending countries often have a twelve-year schooling system….  and pathway providers had capabilities which allowed them to tap into a market which was effectively the thirteenth year of schooling”.

The same participants add that the sudden boom in the creation of pathway partnerships abated due only to government intervention in the late 2000s:  

“The visa regime when we all began was a bit laxer.  All that began to change in the late 2000s when the government introduced the points-based system and began to keep a much closer check on what was happening on students coming into the country who were not at that point completely in a degree programme”.
“The concern was that international students were recruited well in a way and through bogus or poor quality colleges the aim of the student was to come and work in the UK or alternatives – not to study basically…... The current pathway system gives the government assurance that providers are partnered up with universities, the reputation of the university is on the line and the students tend to do well and leave the country once they have finished their studies”.   
Although complementarity between universities and providers no doubt still holds, a provider comments that in a late stage UK market they are no longer seeking rapid growth: 

“ We have not signed any new partnerships in the UK for a few years.  We have looked at a number of bids but we have also not taken up a number of bids.  Opportunities do come up,  we are playing a relatively long game”.     

4.3.2 Sorting relating to potential partners

A consultant remarks that not all universities are suited to working with a provider: 

“ A top name university has got no reason to go to a pathway provider, because frankly it can get as many students as it wants, so why would it bother?  On the other hand, providers are mainly interested in internationally attractive,  good-quality partners which represent a long-term, sustainable opportunity rather than lower ranked institutions”.
     
Pathway providers who are more recent sector entrants are limited in choice of appropriate partners: 

“There are new entrants into the market picking up universities which are generally less desirable globally.  Smaller entrants to the market have been picking up smaller brand names where they think they can make things happen.  The risk of that is having to stop because they are simply not enrolling at all, there is really no business that can be done there”. 
A provider participant observes that competition is becoming international rather than domestic:

“One of the key communication items is to remind people that they are mainly competing with the rest of the world.  Universities all compete with each other.  If you are a certain type of university you compete with a lot of universities potentially”.     

In the light of this trend, and with a maturing market in the UK, providers are beginning to look for only high-end, attractive university brands for new alliances:

“We now very much focus on higher end universities that are ranked the highest”.

“We are mainly looking for high profile attractive university brands now”. 

The disadvantage of this approach for them is that high-ranked universities hold much of the leverage when they negotiate agreements:

“Such universities hold quite a lot of the cards in negotiating when they go into these agreements.  There are a couple which have gone to our competitors where it got to the stage in negotiations where we are actually like, there are too many hoops to jump through, we are not interested.  If someone else wants to take it on, then we say good luck to them”.      

[bookmark: _Hlk8910516]4.3.3 Compatibility 

As well as having a demonstrable complementarity, both universities and providers confirm preferences and criteria for the partners they eventually select.


As a provider comments:

“We only work with people who have the same attitude and beliefs as ourselves in the importance of pathways for the student and the university…. It is unwise and unsustainable to partner with a university which simply says - we have signed the contract, it’s totally up to you.  We are not going to help at all”.

Universities also have caveats, which a consultant underlines:

“Most universities have become more cautious in joining a provider who they believe will not give them appropriate levels of attention.  They look at the provider portfolio to see if they will be a top dog or not”.    

Chemistry between organisations is vital, as a consultant reflects:

“There is definitely a lot of chemistry which goes on, where people decide, yes we can do business.  So, they go through the deal and they all work hard together, to sign on the bottom line”.  
 
Both universities and providers generally look at a geographical exclusion zone.  From provider participants:

“We do not wish to be competing with ourselves so we do not have too many institutions close to each other”.  

“We have nominal no-fly zones around a lot of our partnerships”.
 
Neither would universities expect providers to open discussions with another university in the vicinity:

“We have exclusion criteria – a geographical exclusion area which our provider cannot set up in”.   

That said, a provider notes that there are a few examples of universities in the same locality who insist on working as a team:

“In some instances, which is not necessarily our choice, to win the original university contract we have to accept the relationship with another.  That is the universities’ preference, that we will work with both universities in town”.    
 
Consultant participants explain that providers recruit the majority of their students through agents who expect that providers will be able to cater for differing student needs:  

“Most pathway providers recruit 80 to 85% of their students through agents.  It is in the interests of the pathway provider to have a range of universities in its portfolio from very well ranked and very academically rigorous in who they admit, down to less well ranked.  Agents will have students of all types of abilities coming through their door so most providers try to cover all ability needs, otherwise there are a pile of students they cannot help the agent with”. 

A provider confirms that it partners with a range of universities:

“We have high end universities but also several in our portfolio which do not fit into that category and are at the other end of the league tables.  Having a portfolio helps get students into the right universities”.   
 
A variety of partners no doubt suits universities: 

“ We prefer a provider which has a balance of institutions with higher entry requirements and it has a supplement of other organisations where it can place students who perhaps do not meet those criteria, so it has a kind of complementary portfolio”.  

4.3.4 Commitment and longevity of relationships

Providers demonstrate engagement with an alliance in several ways.  They invest in  student recruitment and university-specific marketing through various media:
“For each university we have a subdomain website and each one has their own prospectus”.
“We produced a great video last year of students talking about their experience here which we have shared with the university and some of the university recruitment team have used that in-market”.
Additionally, providers are flexible in their approach:
“We are agile in the delivery of courses with multiple start dates and teaching over the summer”.


Programmes are regularly updated to match university developments:
“We look at programme development and what the university is looking to introduce and how we can support them”.
“There has been a downturn in the industry upon which this partner university has based its courses.  Together we have been working on the new value proposition to try to figure out what the market wants”.   
In a similar vein, universities adapt their procedures and customs to accommodate and welcome pathway students so that they are able to access all services:   
“We are changing our relationship with our provider and its students.  Because the pathway students are not university students but they are on our campus, they have become kind of second class citizens, in the sense that they cannot access all of our services. They cannot currently access our students’ union or student services and only get partial access to our online library. We want to lock them entirely into the university right from the start, from day one.  We want pathway students at the heart of what we do”.  
Some universities come to change the location for pathway students and programmes. A university participant says:
“For their location on campus, I did a lot of the lobbying for that to bring pathway students from the periphery into more of the centre of the campus”.    
Similarly, from a provider:
“In most cases we are collocated.  In rare cases we were not but we managed to move on campus so the students feel like they are part of the university”.    
Academics are encouraged by universities to meet regularly with pathway students for formal and informal sessions:
“It works really well when the faculties have good strong active link tutors, who are there at the pathway centre every week, working with students, talking about the opportunities, doing guest lectures, doing presentations.   When the faculties are not actively engaged that is when it does not work as well.  Some faculties have to be pushed a bit harder than others”.
“What we are trying to do is for the pathway students rather than just have a presentation by somebody from the school or just go and sit in a classroom in the school, which looks like a classroom anywhere else, is actually be involved in an activity ideally with pathway students from the previous year.  For example, we have a four week challenge in engineering where they all have to learn extra skills, work together and develop this vehicle by the end of the time and the one that goes the furthest wins.  It is quite a big thing and they do it so well”.  
A university participant believes that demonstrating commitment is a continuous and consolidating process which should occur at all levels throughout the alliance lifetime:
“Commitment at every level.  We have always had that here.  We have had personnel changes where it was possibly not as evident as it could or should have been at the most senior level.  However, at my level it has been constant as I have been here for the duration of the relationship with them and that is appreciated by colleagues at the pathway provider.  Then at the operational level we have always had commitment with the centre heads.  So, I would say you need all three levels.  You need the commitment from the very top as well to make it work”.    
Participants concur that universities and providers enjoy long-lasting, stable partnerships.  From the university perspective:
“It’s a ten-year contract.  There is no indication currently in the institution that anybody wants to  change or move away from the relationship”.   
“We have just signed a new contract with them. A contract which comes up for renewal every five years.  We have been working together for nine or ten years”. 
Then from the provider point of view: 
“Universities are committing to long-term relationships with pathway providers, which is an indicator that it is a route they are keen to take.  I think on top of that the length of partnerships…there are lots of well-established partnerships with pathway providers”        
A consultant judges that in the small number of instances when agreements are terminated,  the provider usually does so for strategic reasons and only in exceptional cases does a university  initiate a change:  
“The sector has shown itself to be remarkably unwilling to change its provider.  In almost every case where there are pathways stopped, it is stopped because the provider stopped it rather than the partner.  This may be due to a wish to work with a nearby university or because of insufficient student interest.  It has tended to be driven by the pathway provider but sometimes the universities have. But it is remarkably stable”.   
4.4 Alliance management
4.4.1 Building trust 
Universities and providers affirm that trust plays a crucial role in pathway alliances:
“It is really important that organisations trust each other”.
“Trust is hugely, hugely important”.
“Trust is vital”.
For some its importance relates to the fact that frequently confidential and commercially sensitive information is exchanged.  This is a particular concern of universities as providers work with several competing institutions:
“We are sharing information about what the university is doing, we share a lot of information about our plans and we have to trust them at the centre and at the head office because we are one of several partners and some of the information we share with them is commercially sensitive.  We would not expect that to be shared with any of their other partners”.
Others expect all information supplied to be accurate as a provider emphasises:
“We disclose everything: in terms of numbers, demand, challenges, progression numbers, everything.  We share all information with the university and there are no surprises.  Our sort of model is built on trust so we trust each other and our information”.  
Trust is therefore clarity and honesty.
Providers also associate trust with professional responsibility. It has connotations of risk as positive outcomes are vital to both parties:     
 “Educational outcomes are vital for both partners, the reputational damage that could be done.  I think risk and trust are two sides of the same coin really.  If you do something that impacts the reputation of the institution then it is a long way back from that”.       
“Both organisations’ reputations are at risk if either of the partners acts in an unprofessional manner”.
According to providers, trust implies a degree of sharing:
“A key part of trust is actually sharing a common vision and understandings”.
“Without trust it would be difficult to operate.  New opportunities would be difficult to explore, I think. 
“Trust involves a willingness to integrate our international plans.  The more integrated we are the more effective we can be”.                    
For university participants, trust lies in transparency and fairness: 
“Partners should identify problems early on.  If they are not identifying problems early on that is evidence of lack of trust, I think.    We are really keen that they share their challenges, their issues really early on in the cycle so these do not escalate into big problems.  Generally, they do.  This works both ways, of course”.  
“The provider has approached the partnership with a view of fairness which I think is really important.  Any partnership which we set up is about having something which is win-win”.   
Reliability and confidence in others are also significant factors for universities:
“The people side has been key.  You have got to enjoy the people that you are working with and trust them and believe you are in good hands and they know what they are doing”. 
“It is very hard to have a good relationship, a good partnership if there is not trust from both sides.  I think to me the trust with the provider is the same as you would trust anyone.  I do not see it differing from how I work with the faculties”.  
Providers are conscious of the fact that trust is not automatically granted: 
“Definitely that trust has to be there, but it is not something that you immediately have”.
Neither do they see the development of trust as a single event:
“Trust keeps relationships going.  It is something you need to protect and keep working on”.       
“It is something you have to work on and continue to show the results. Any glitches, any bad experience, I think can tarnish that trust, so it is something you certainly do not take for granted”.  
A consultant comments that trust at a senior level may fluctuate depending on the state of the business: 
“I think trust ebbs and flows.  As with most things, if enrolments are going well and the business plan is being hit nobody ever questions the relationship.  University partners only really question a relationship when it is not going terribly well.  It is much easier to have a conversation about doing more things and doing different things when the partnership is doing well.  When it is not going well, they tend to be simply hammering on about - you told us we would have one hundred students progressing and we are only getting sixty.  So, the relationships can ebb and flow”.             
4.4.2 Control and alignment of systems

A university participant observes that even with a trusting relationship, it is not possible to maintain a satisfactory pathways arrangement without effective management systems:

“Trust is very important.  However, I do not think you can enter into a relationship like this if you do not have robust due diligence processes throughout the year to ensure that things like checking how students are performing, moderation of teaching, regular catch-ups with academic staff, regular meetings or meetings at least with the recruitment team to understand what their objectives are and what they are working towards”.

Indeed, such mechanisms appear standard amongst the partnerships in this study.  

The systems operate at different levels.  There is typically a steering group with all the relevant most senior people from both sides in attendance:   

“All the partnerships are governed by a steering board. We meet regularly, once a term, to ensure that we fulfil the requirements of the partnership, whether it is recruitment numbers, progression numbers, whether it is quality assurance, so it is governed by that”.
 “Steering committee meetings three times a year include the very top levels so either the vice-chancellor or deputy vice-chancellor and senior directors of our company. We discuss any issues such as strategy or quality and approvals that need to be made”.   
Below this, further structured and diarised meetings take place at various levels between those more immediately involved in the range of alliance activity:   

“There are a number of committees and sub-groups which meet regularly between the counterparts of both organisations and they build up a plan which gets signed off at a more senior level.  So, it is like a regular diarised meeting thing”.
“We have academic advisory council meetings three times a year.  We have operations meetings  twice a year and we have got marketing meetings three times a year.  So, there are  structured meetings”.

“Around student support and welfare, we are very actively involved in university committees around safeguarding, for example, you know – Prevent.  We are really tied into those”.  

These official settings and processes are welcomed for the cohesion and direction which they give to the alliance.  From the university viewpoint:

“I think having those kinds of groups or committees which are formalised, documentation that guarantees that there are regular meetings to discuss all the issues that come up are the most valuable things”.
All pathway providers are subject to quality monitoring not only at steering board meetings  but also externally by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA).  Some providers are additionally reviewed by the Independent Schools Inspectorate (ISI):

“The government says that our organisation cannot use the university’s Tier 4 licence, we have to have a different inspection regime.  So, currently we have QAA and ISI: two inspections and two quality assurance regimes running at the same time”.      

Pathway providers take quality very seriously and generally achieve good results, as  university and provider participants confirm: 

“Our provider was audited by QAA just last week and they are visited every year and the reports are quite good actually”. 
 “We have a QAA annual return and then a full review every four years so if there is anything on that report that questions the quality of the provision which has been offered then you have a problem with your university partner.  The aim is to have commendable reports”.
Provider and university seek to harmonise processes and providers are often embedded into an institution’s framework, as a university participant outlines:    

“There is a robust, hands on system with annual monitoring, external examiners, regular meetings, module and curriculum evaluation.  It is pretty much integrated into our own systems”.  

Providers also contribute to internal university reviews:   

“We also feed into their processes of enhancement led institutional reviews or the university version of it so clearly we are very much embedded with the university, so we feed into their review as well”.

Pathway students may be tracked to compare their achievements at degree level with other students:

“The progress of the students when they are on degree programmes is tracked by the university’s quality team so they can keep an eye really on the students who came through from our foundation programme, how they are performing when they are on degrees and benchmark that against students who were recruited through other sources”.  
4.4.3 Challenges, communication and collaboration

Notwithstanding the considerable accord between universities and pathway providers, some issues are highlighted.  Participants from both groups refer to the cultural difference between a university and a provider.   

Providers perceive universities as conservative and less nimble: 

“You have two organisations with different cultures working together.  Universities tend to be traditional in their approach to many things.  Decision-making within a university tends not to be as fast as within a provider”.   


For universities, providers are subject to typical private sector motives: 
  
“There is no doubt that our provider is a private sector organisation driven by private sector motives and they acknowledge that and we know that and we have to make sure that we are happy with how they advertise our courses and how they promote our work”.

However, a material factor is that alliance managers from both parties acknowledge and accommodate each other’s idiosyncrasies.   Provider experience is that faculties may be reluctant to be supportive, particularly in the early stages:  

“Academic departments are sometimes very hard to turn to understand there is a big benefit there and that they are in control.  There is a culture in some of them where they just feel that commercial is not where they should go.  Once they do the relationship is really good but in its early days it can be quite tricky”.
A university participant also notes that a pre-sessional English department may be wary:
“I would say that the relationship between them and the private provider is always the most difficult because somebody new came in to head up the language academy and he wanted to develop new products but they were products which were already being offered by the provider.  So, he felt quite stymied in what he could do”.
A consultant observes that workers new to the provider environment similarly may become impatient with unfamiliar university processes:  

“Different cultures of private versus education can be tricky to manage.  I remember when our new director of HR came in and was going to solve the problems of the world in three weeks.  And everyone says, yes well we’ll have a meeting about it in six months’ time and make a decision in twelve months.  He was absolutely livid about that”.    
  
Student recruitment is another area which can give rise to some friction.  A consultant explains that as universities experience alliance benefits they change their requirements: 

“What happens at the start is that a university which signs up a pathway provider really just wants more international students.  It is able to reinvest their fees into better research and better facilities. So, it tends to go up the rankings a bit.  At which point the university’s motivation shifts to want more academically able students not just more students.  Progression rates may go down which filters back to the marketplace, resulting in lower student interest. So, there is a real tension there”.

Increased diversity of nationality often becomes a new requirement as providers outline:

“Often the most difficult conversations are about nationality mix”.

“There is a big challenge around diversity, student nationalities, because of course each university tends to attract more from certain regions in the world which means that the university is keen for us to help them with diversity as well”.  
 
A university expresses concern that it is not seen as a priority by its provider in terms of increasing recruitment numbers:

“We try to hold the provider to the business plan and to the increased numbers.  That has not happened. It is difficult to pin them down to what is being done from their side.  I do feel that we are just placated”. 

A different provider participant owns that systems to manage multiple partnerships are not infallibly comprehensive:  

“Perhaps we are not able to bespoke (sic) our proposition enough.  You get to a certain number of centres and one size fits all.  It is often the same people who get left behind and left out”.

Furthermore, a consultant suggests that as a provider portfolio grows a less well-known university’s leverage can diminish, particularly so if a high-profile university joins:

“There is a deterioration in that the less well-known and well-loved university brands do increasingly less well as the portfolio grows.  That is exacerbated when a very big name is signed, the providers will cannibalise the rest of their chain in order to fill that big name”.  

There is dissatisfaction amongst some university participants that providers do not provide full disclosure of recruitment information:

“I sometimes say we share a lot of information with our provider.  We never get any of that back.  We never get their recruitment plans and we never find out when their staff changes so that could be an improvement”.  

“Our provider tells us about how many students they have enrolled but does not give us any details about student application and conversion numbers”.

Equally however, providers would appreciate prompt notification of changes to standards for student direct entry to a university: 

“In the UK annually, we have stories come through of students we lose through clearing to direct offers or students that get in direct when we have not let them on a pathway programme.  We try to have the same conversations every year. Let’s just prepare and be planned, if you are going to dip your entry requirements, let us know and allow us to have a similar margin and dip ours when the time is right”.  

Some though not all participants believe that overseas promotion require improved coordination:

“Some things could be done better in terms of travel plans, who we are working with as a priority on a regional basis, what events we might be travelling to – avoiding clashing and wasting resources that way”.      

Participants confirm that legal agreements are typically thorough:

“We have a very weighty, very detailed contract with the provider”.

“Broadly speaking core elements of the agreements are very similar, although contracts and agreements have evolved over time.  The early ones were less comprehensive but still you wouldn’t want to have to read through one of them”.
Although contracts are necessary, university and provider participants concur that it is constructive people interaction which is instrumental  in strengthening the partnership, promoting engagement or resolving conflict: 

“Communication is key.  I have a scheduled half hour phone call with the provider every week.  We do not speak every week but it is there every week to speak.  We speak probably every other week, sometimes for half an hour sometimes for only five minutes.  We have formal mechanisms as well”.   

“I think the university had in the past experienced international students being recruited who were not prepared for the transition and the academic approach expected.  Getting a better understanding of what the university is looking for and keeping those communication lines open has been critical”.       
 
“I would say that we have a more formal catch-up once a month and then obviously there would be ad hoc emails which could vary from a couple of times a week to once or twice a month depending on the needs.  Then in terms of me meeting with the pathway centre staff, maybe once a quarter, there will be something in the diary which is more official but again ad hoc meetings as and when needed the rest of the time”.

The two groups of participants generally experience openness and honesty in communication which allows harmonious and sensitive topics to be addressed:

“We have very open, honest conversations.  We have always been lucky with the pathway centre staff we have had here.  They have always been very good, very engaged, very much involved in the university”  

“We are open and transparent really.  Anybody is welcome to come and visit the pathway students.  I encourage academics to come and look at their work.  Any request we get for information, yes - we are very much open to what people want to see.”    

University expectation management can be demanding but vital, as providers relate: 
 
“Obviously there are business plans involved, times change and there are discrepancies between targets set and managing expectations is a lot of that”.

“Meeting and agreeing on relevant and valid expectations for the pathway is important”.

Participants agree that people at the operational interface,  the university main Link person and the counterpart pathway centre director, are pivotal:   

“A well-placed and sympathetic university partnership co-ordinator can very much help to support and progress a satisfactory relationship”.

“The anchor is the centre director so if there are any questions or interactions they are the first point of contact for the university”.  

Working in concert they can be influential in securing faculty members’ acceptance of the pathway concept:   
 
“The two of us worked very well with the university to inform all levels of staff what was happening.  Those initial conversations helped gain that support that this was something that would work well for the university and was not a threat in any sense”.

It is however a continuing effort as a provider illustrates:     

“I think maintaining relationships is critical to the success of partnerships.  It is important to put a lot of effort into communications, there is a temptation once things are working well to let them drift”. 

Nonetheless, both groups consider that periodic, informal communication should also take place between university and provider leaders not as directly involved in the day-to-day:

“Communication at the highest level helps to drive the relationship forward.  The vice chancellor has regular meetings with the managing director at the provider”.   

“Formal steering meetings go really well if we have stayed in touch with each other, if we have spoken regularly, phone each other every week, we kind of sort things out early on”. 
 
A consultant reflects on the advantages of relationship management:

“A lot of my time was spent actually relationship managing of university staff so that both sides were really happy with each other. The relationship and its longevity is important to university partners, so we stabilised the operation and did not churn people as often as we used to.  We also tried to employ people who were ex-university”.  

Senior leaders can be potent drivers of an alliance:

“I think the senior staff are key.  The vice-chancellor sets the ambition and the tone for the rest of the institution.  This approach flows through the senior levels as well, for example, with the senior deputy vice-chancellor”.

“I think that one of the biggest assets at our company is the MD.  He has been here for a very long time and he is the main contact with the universities.  He has got fantastic relationships with the universities and the senior teams”.

Conversely, there can be uncertainty and new challenges in relationships when senior people depart.  From a university participant:

“Previously the vice-chancellor had regular meetings with the managing director. When he left it fell to the DVC and then we had a few changes and things did not work in the same way at a senior level”.  

A consultant agrees: 
“The vice-chancellor who signed the deal might leave and a new vice-chancellor comes in who is used to working with another organisation at a previous university. So, like with any sort of business relationship, the relationships can change fundamentally when people at the top change”.  
Participants who report enjoying a very close alliance attribute this to a variety of relational factors.  A university participant considers:

“The provider is not a silo.  I think for me the really key thing is that partnership.  From a recruitment perspective it is important that we are supporting each other within market.  That as a brand we are offering all of the things which attract students and therefore it is easier for the provider to enrol students to the university.  Once the students are here that kind of collaboration and partnership also between the faculties and the actual academic staff and the pathway centre director and the academic director are very important to ensure that the students which are progressing are fully qualified and capable, meeting the curriculum requirements for their degree”.  

Provider participants add:

“Key factors are adaptability and a willingness to act on university concerns”.

“A good partner looks for opportunities to dovetail.  It is about integration really and maximising it and looking for strategic and operational alignment where possible.  The most effective partnerships are quite closely linked.  There is a lot of co-operation and communication that goes on.  It makes us more able to respond to changing environments”.  
 




Marketing is a joint activity as a provider describes:

“We do marketing in partnership with the universities so we always agree with them exactly what they want to say, how they want to position their programmes, how they want to market, so they have full control of messaging but we are delivering it on their behalf”.

Additionally, providers offer universities innovation and sectoral experience:  

“We are constantly innovating.  We are constantly considering what new products and how to change the provision.  New products come on board regularly”.

“Sometimes universities come with a suggestion of what they think may work and we will try it.  If it does not work, we will be quite honest if somebody else comes and says how about if we do this?  We will say – No, because we got the T-shirt”.  

Universities and providers see academic matters also as a collaborative exercise: 

“Some universities design the actual programme and we deliver it, and at others we design it and they quality assure, check that it is right”.

“We make decisions together based on evidence.  The university and my centre staff have done a good job to minimise academics’ preconceptions about pathway provision, by looking at evidence”. 
 
“We have someone who is course leader for us who was a post-doctoral researcher in electrical engineering at the university before.  So, he has got fantastic links with the faculty and understands what the requirements are as the students advance towards their degree course”. 

“We want to offer opportunities for pathway staff to be much more integrated with university staff, to attend our conferences and our workshops.  We will support their HEA applications, they can get discounted access to postgraduate awards, lots of online training as well which we can offer them access to”.  



4.4.4 The future: competitive strategy and alliance adaptation 

However, all three participant groups agree that the current UK pathway model may be time limited:
“There is a feeling that the party might be coming to an end for pathway growth and if it has a sustainable future is a good question”.  
“I think it is an uncertain future.  Is the UK still going to be an attractive destination for international students in ten, twenty years?  It depends on the fortunes of higher education here”. 
“I think the reality in the UK is that it is becoming a very saturated market-place”.     
“Pathways will continue only as long as both partners see them to be mutually useful”.

There are major external challenges as a consultant highlights:

“The interesting thing for me about pathways is that competition is increasing on several levels. We were being approached two years ago now by European countries like France, Sweden, Spain, Italy who wanted to expand their pathway programmes in English.   You then had a very strong drive locally to improve the provision in China and Malaysia, so for students more locally.  That is interesting to see how it is going to impact students coming here.   I think students coming to the UK is still a big thing but financially their disposable income and spending power for pathway programmes is changing.  It is all getting price sensitive”.    

Universities may have the option to diversify to meet new student demand, as a provider suggests:
 
“University degree structures have the potential to change. I think there may be a drive to having shorter length degrees, maybe modular style learning rather than full degrees and top up programmes.  Students wanting to learn in bite size as well, rather than a full structure degree.  I think new technology and modern apprenticeships seems to be making more of a comeback.  So that is taking people out of the traditional educational route through university three year programmes”.  



However, the same participant recognises that this may well impact the provider role:
 
“So that will be challenging for pathway providers if students are taking a different route to learning and the traditional university three degree starts to decay.  Fitting in pathway programmes may be difficult”.

A university participant envisages the market differently, but challenges remain for the providers:

“Providers are being squeezed because some universities are being more flexible with their admissions. Our VC developed a Year Zero beneath every undergraduate degree programme.  It is primarily a product for students from other English-speaking countries who just have low academic grades.  They can do a business programme for less than half the price of the pathway and already be on their four-year degree”.   

However, no participants see online education as having a significant role in traditional pathway education: 
“Online is not greatly significant for pathways or pathway providers.  A lot of it is English language and study skills.  Some people are looking at it, but I do not think it is a major thing yet”. 
“Our university has some exclusively distance learning courses but lots of courses will do some things by distance learning.  At the margins it might start to affect students on pathway courses but I do not think it should substantially affect them.  I think pathway students are best supported face-to face not at a distance, as what they often lack is not only language skills but behavioural skills, how to apply themselves to study and work.  I am not aware of a current distance learning answer that supports those students”.     
Transnational education may become another means of diversification for UK universities:   
“I think there will be more development of transnational education.  I think that as you see increasing investment in higher education in other countries in the world, there is increasing interest from universities in the UK in partnering, including at research level, with institutions outside of the traditional research partners that they might have”.
          
However, a consultant believes that the improvement in higher education provision by overseas countries presents fundamental problems for UK pathway providers:
“China has been the rocket fuel for growth for universities and pathways.  However, the country now has a declining birth rate, more universities and better English language tuition from kindergarten onwards.  There has also been the growth of English language degrees being delivered in countries around the globe, but equally Chinese universities are offering degrees in English language now with post-study work visas easier to get.  A couple of years ago there were more Indian students in China than there were in the UK.   Around the world the need to do a pathway is probably declining.  In the countries which are now teaching their degrees in English, it seems quite likely to me that they might well require a lower level of IELTS anyway.  So why would you need to do a pathway if you can go straight into a university?  Then you can add to that the fact that the cost of a UK degree is significantly higher than it is in China, Malaysia or possibly mainland Europe in many cases”.  
A provider reflects:
“Maybe a way to future-proof the company is all about our diversification as well”.

To this end providers seek to develop existing alliances based on their strengths:
“Pathway centres could offer Level 3 programmes which articulate into the host university’s degree courses for Home/UK students who do not have the correct academic profile for direct entry to university courses”. 
“When we talk about pathways, we often think about the foundation year, but many providers now also offer international year one.  This is effectively the first year of a three year undergrad programme so the students do not have to add an extra year in to their studies, which is proving to be very popular”.  
“I think what is happening is that pathway providers are looking to further deepen partnerships in marketing and recruitment, to support universities in furthering their direct recruitment, to extend the reach of universities on a recruitment scale. Functioning effectively as an agent, a super-agent on behalf of the university is ever more commonplace”.  
“Providers may collaborate in-market to deliver early-stage tuition which connects to the UK partner university’s degree programmes”.  
“A provider now operates a campus overseas for a UK university and the same organisation does that for a number of their international partners.  They say - we are very good at operating distributed academic centres so what we will do for you is we will run your campus overseas and we will take a cut for doing that.  Pathway providers are  trying to diversify their business and the ways in which they make money”.


The next chapter proceeds to discuss research findings in the light of the literature review, to draw some conclusions and to make various recommendations.      


















Chapter 5 Discussion, conclusions, and recommendations 
5.1 Research aims and objectives: summary conclusions
With the relatively small sample size involved in this qualitative research, it is not possible to generalise about the nature of all pathway alliances.   However, the relationships between the universities and pathway providers which participated in the study certainly, are amicable and fruitful overall.  Based on the criterion of survival they are particularly successful, given that in other industries alliance termination rates of up to 70% have been observed, (Lunnan and Haugland, 2008). 
Relational factors emerge as the more significant drivers of successful pathway alliances. Whilst organisational and institutional factors – here defined as relating to each partner entity and to external bodies respectively - at different stages, create a suitable context in which an alliance can flourish.  The main challenges are student recruitment related issues and organisational culture.  However, the future of pathways remains unclear, (see Table 8).     
Table 8  A summary of the nature of university-pathway provider alliances in this study 
	The drivers:
Relational factors
	The context:
 Organisational & institutional factors

	· Trust
· Commitment  
· Communication  
· Collaboration
· Relational control
	· Motives for formation -> strategic benefits 
· Complementarity and sorting
· Compatibility
· Formal controls and alignment of systems

	· 
	· Future competitive strategy?

	Main challenges: 1. student recruitment related issues and 2. organisational culture

	Key words: fairness, openness, transparency, accuracy, adaptability

	


5.2 Discussion 
5.2.1 Organisational and institutional factors: the context 
As frequently occurs, there is a combination of motives for pathway alliance formation,  (Vaidya, 2011): common growth objectives, possessing reciprocal resource and knowledge-based factors as well as, for universities, financial risk reduction.  Mutual strategic benefits arise as generally these motives are fulfilled by larger numbers of international students undertaking a pathway and then progressing to finish a degree.  Therefore, from this point of view also, pathway alliances may be considered successful, (Vaidya, 2011).  
Resource based theory suggests that the higher the degree of complementarity between partners, the greater the probability of positive outcomes in alliances, (Elmuti et al., 2012).  Universities and pathway providers have distinctive resources which bolster each other’s gaps.  The alliances which the two form are noteworthy in terms of their longevity and they frequently attain their objectives.      
As Cabral and Pacheco de Almeida (2019) anticipate,  there appears to be an element of sorting amongst both groups.  Long-established providers and higher-ranked universities can afford to be selective about who they partner.  There is some suggestion that a combination of these two characteristics do lead to more rewarding partnerships in terms of increasing student numbers.  In the current market, prestige universities seeking an alliance are becoming more exacting, although providers sometimes forgo an agreement with what they consider overly stringent conditions as it will not create value for them, (Mindruta et al., 2016).   
Scholars maintain that the degree of cultural and organisational compatibility can be used to predict if an alliance will succeed or not, (Lunnan and Haugland, 2008; Swoboda et al., 2011).  However, as Suntornpithug and Todorovic (2015) suggest, cultural compatibility between universities and providers does not underpin pathway alliances and is in fact one of their main challenges.  Direct alliance managers cope with differences although other interested parties can find them demanding.  Communication particularly is seen as a solution to this problem.    
Partners do reveal some shared values such as a belief in the merit of pathway programmes and a dual responsibility for their satisfactory execution, (Eddy and Amey, 2014).  An initial chemistry is usually evident, (Kale and Singh, 2000).   However, it is probably strategic compatibility which most supports pathway alliances, (Lunnan and Haugland, 2008).  Universities and providers prioritise geographically suitable partners.  Joint preference is for a provider to work with a range of partners to reduce conflicting interests, (Zeng and Schoeneker, 2015).  There is significant agreement on the aims of the collaboration, along with well-defined objectives and goals, (Franco and Haase, 2017).   This allows partners to optimise the complementarity of their shared resources, (Pansiri, 2008).     
The use of Formal Governance Mechanisms, (Dekker, 2004) is evidenced by comprehensive contracts for each alliance. These cover behavioural items including reporting and quality levels and also output items such as service level agreements, (Cobben and Roijakkers, 2019).  A joint strategy is also established, (Lehene and Borza, 2017).   According to Mamavi et al. (2015) control implies the influence of one organisation over another.  It is certainly the case in pathway alliances that control very much lies with the universities, with provider adherence to their student enrolment and progression estimates fairly strictly monitored.  However, there is no suggestion from universities that such controls are related to mitigation of potential opportunism by providers, (Dekker, 2004).  
A concept of control which is an important feature of pathway alliances, but which is not frequently appraised in the business literature, is regulation by external institutions.  In this instance, compliance with Quality Assurance Agency standards is imperative for both parties and in addition for some providers with the Independent Schools Inspectorate.  Although these bodies do not actually participate in the alliance, their remit directs aspects of the way each partner functions.  In that sense, authority and control are exerted, (Mamavi et al., 2015).  The necessity for this periodic review creates a vehicle for close alignment of university and provider systems and processes.  Additionally, provider success in audits no doubt gives universities confidence in their abilities, which will contribute to a trusting relationship.  
5.2.2 Relational factors: the drivers   
In common with other alliances, trust is a highly significant aspect of pathway relationships,  leading to enduring and rewarding partnerships where objectives are usually achieved, (Kang, 2014; Lehene and Borza, 2017).   Both universities and providers are aware of the risk that one party may suffer reputational damage and loss through the inappropriate or untrustworthy action of the other, (Inkpen and Currall, 2004). However, this is recognised particularly by pathway providers.  They are keener to establish and maintain the active trust of universities, (Komljenovic, 2018).  Universities are generally reassured with regard to academic related activity, however one or two perceive a need to check provider generated promotional material for accurate portrayal of their institution.  Nonetheless, in the main, universities base their trust on the expectation that partners will meet obligations in a fair and predictable manner, (Cullen, 2000; Montoro-Sánchez et al., 2010).    
Occasionally initial trust originates from the experience of a Vice Chancellor in a previous relationship, (Bellini et al., 2018).  More often though, potential partners must rely on reputational information about each other, (Taylor, 2005).   However, in reality mutual trust builds up throughout a pathway alliance, as understanding and willingness to integrate plans develops a common vision, (Montoro-Sánchez et al., 2010).   Trust ensures that generally there is accurate information exchange between pathway partners, (Argote, 2003).  This transparency appears to help nurture commitment in pathway alliances, (Henderson and Smith-King, 2015). 
Researchers maintain that those working at the alliance interface are often the principal generators of the trust which can notably influence performance, (Zahra et al., 2006). It is certainly true that the provider centre director and the parallel Link person are regarded as anchors of a pathway alliance at the university itself. Considered to have a responsibility to work together effectively to lead and progress the relationship, (Chrupala-Pniak et al., 2016),  they mainly achieve positive results.  Whilst levels of trust are generally high amongst those directly involved in pathway alliances, sometimes they fluctuate at a senior level when expectations surrounding student recruitment and progression are not being met, (Valdés-Llaneza and García-Canal, 2015).  However, negative attitudes are temporary and do not prove a reason to terminate the alliance, (Meier et al., 2016).
Scholars suggest that trust is effective in reducing opportunism, (Ali and Khalid, 2017; Yasir and Maqsood, 2013).  Neither universities nor pathway providers in this study indicate that opportunism is a real concern.  It may be that in these enduring pathway relationships sufficient trust has accumulated for it not to represent an issue.  However, the high degree of complementarity between the parties contributes.  A lack of competition between them would tend to diminish the need for self-interested activity, (Dussauge et al., 2000; Lunnan and Haugland, 2008).                                       
Another of the most important features of pathway alliances is both parties’ commitment to the project, which no doubt contributes significantly to a strong performance and also to trust, (Rampersad et al., 2010).  Universities and providers seek continuity and are motivated to direct effort and resources into a relationship, (Wahyudi, 2014).  Commitment is seen as vital for the whole duration of a pathway alliance, whereas Kale and Singh (2009) associate it with only the initial stage of a relationship.  Similarly, Shah and Swaminathan (2008) emphasise early stage commitments.   
There is calculative commitment (Cullen et al., 2000) in pathway alliances as both parties expect to derive some financial gain.  It is unlikely that relationships would continue if no positive cost-benefit arose and there was no evidence of future returns.  Nevertheless, as a relationship develops so too does the importance which each partner attaches to the alliance and also to the other party.  This attitudinal commitment (Cullen et al., 2000) means that partners at all levels are willing to make efforts to progress the alliance, possibly outside of contractual obligations, to ensure robust outcomes.    
The obvious commitment of senior leaders at universities and in provider organisations is highlighted as an influential factor in driving strategy and alliance achievements, (Elmuti et al., 2001).  In some cases, it is instrumental in persuading employees of the value of an alliance which lies outside the mainstream of activity.  
Communication processes contribute to many aspects of pathway alliance operations and therefore are fundamental to positive outcomes, (Kauser and Shaw, 2004).   Communication is used to strengthen bonds and develop trust, (Choi et al., 2010) as well as instil confidence in a partner’s competence, (Schreiner et al., 2009).   
Choi et al. (2010) advise that firstly communication should be frequent.  In pathway alliances several communication channels are set up on a formal basis: between senior leaders who attend regular steering meetings with further diarised and structured meetings between all other levels involved in the managing an alliance.  Similarly, both sets of people connect routinely in an informal manner, through phone calls as a cost effective medium or through   everyday conversations in person for those geographically close.  Such contact gives more depth to discussions at official meetings and can help to forge closer ties as it demonstrates continuing commitment to the alliance.  Communication should also be two-way and participative, (Choi et al., 2010).  Pathway partners largely enjoy open and honest relationships so it is possible for them to share both positive and negative feedback.  Customarily senior leaders jointly make major decisions, formulate strategy and set goals.   Similarly, alliance interface workers may together refine and adjust plans where necessary. Two-way and participative communication encourages engagement which can strengthen a pathway alliance.            
The subtle application of intercultural communication skills is an important element in engaging with issues which arise from partner organisations’ lack of cultural compatibility, (Lehene and Borza, 2017).  A facet of the pathway centre director’s role is therefore to maintain a dialogue with international and pre-sessional English departments, as well as some faculties, to gain their support for the partnership as a benefit for the university.  These groups sometimes continue to display reluctance, which does not fully support Pesch et al.’s (2016) argument that divergent cultural and communication styles lead to productive exchanges.        
The other main challenge in pathway alliances relates to student recruitment and progression.  Realistic university expectations need to be discussed. Any departure from anticipated numbers then requires commentary and clarification.  This communication often takes place at senior levels, although faculties will no doubt wish to be kept informed.  Schreiner et al.  (2009) advise using a variety of methods to communicate with separate   audiences.  Some pathway partners are innovative, nevertheless, outside of the formal setting of meetings and committees, one-to-one interaction seems to be the norm.       
According to Gulati et al. (2012), collaboration encompasses the perspectives of cooperation and coordination, of equal importance for alliance performance.  A cooperative approach is widespread in pathway partnerships.  Joint objectives are generally clear with both parties contributing resources and benefitting from returns.  Partners are often mutually supportive and work across organisations rather than in silos which helps them to respond to a dynamic environment.  Pathway alliances usually operate well due to effective coordination of administration and procedures.   A series of meetings take place throughout the year to manage the alliance adequately.  Marketing and promotional material is created jointly as are academic programmes.  Partners look for situations where they can adapt and align.  There is particular harmonisation of processes and systems within the academic area.   
Nonetheless, there are a few collaboration challenges which arise in recruitment associated matters.  Overseas activity and promotion is not universally well-coordinated.  Some partners are not as cooperative or proactive as they could be with information exchange surrounding recruitment numbers or changes to academic requirements. Provider systems do not always easily accommodate an increase in alliance partners.  It is not clear that when such problems arise, effort is placed in joint analysis and resolution, rather than one partner directing blame at the other, (Hughes and Weiss, 2007).
Hoetker and Mellewigt (2009) maintain that relational factors rather than formal factors are more instrumental in controlling and ensuring positive outcomes in alliances rooted primarily in knowledge-based assets.  Behaviour in pathway alliances does certainly rely more on the type of control which is achieved through social interaction, shared standards and reciprocity rather than resorting to legal agreements.  There is a hierarchy for major decision making, but every day activity is not subject to the same process.  Relationships between people working in a pathway alliance are often built on trust, commitment, understanding and goodwill, possibly leading eventually to friendship between individuals with a longstanding association.  Interaction between teams creates further social norms which become accepted by each partner.     
Relational control may encourage partners to unite in creating value-adding initiatives which are not  necessarily a contractual necessity, (Kale and Singh, 2009).   In pathway alliances this type of activity is noticeable in the academic area as well as advertising and promotion.  For example, professional training is open to both university and provider lecturers.   Providers share their previous experience of promotional ideas.  
Whereas universities have more control over academic programmes and student recruitment targets, providers are the drivers of innovation in the partnership.  To a certain extent, they have control in this area. Universities may face a possible risk of opportunism by a more commercially aware partner.  However, providers generally seek collective benefits and if professional approaches attract extra students then it represents a gain rather than a disadvantage to the university. 
5.3 Future of pathway alliances                          
The way in which pathway alliances evolve, depends to a great extent on future changes,  particularly to levels of international competition, in higher education itself.  Universities may well have to develop their competitive strategies.  Speculation about what these changes might be, include a growing emphasis on online or transnational education, with a broadening of UK provision, although nothing is certain.   Even though exact processes and desired outcomes for future collaboration are not yet obvious, considerable experience in working together, plus an existing complementarity between partners should help to achieve beneficial results, (Bellini et al., 2018; Shah and Swaminathan, 2008).  Pathway providers are already seeking innovations to maintain current alliances.  
5.4 Recommendations for practice  
Pathway alliances have many positive aspects which are reflected in the key words collected from interviewees:  fairness, openness, transparency, accuracy and adaptability, (see Table 6).  It is therefore recommended that these essential behaviours should be borne in mind when universities and providers deliver pathway programmes together.   
Other recommendations for practice relate to the main challenges of recruitment issues and organisational culture.  Future activity is also considered.     
1. A teamwork approach should regularly be taken to resolve problems.  Partners should at least be consulted to obtain their feedback or suggestions for remedies.
2. Overseas recruitment promotional activity should be coordinated through advance notification of plans by each party, allowing time for discussion and possible co-promotion where appropriate.
3. Universities and faculties should develop a more nuanced understanding of the type of international students who may be attracted by their brand and therefore are available to them.  Promotional messages could consequently be more directed with a more accurate estimation of numbers.
4. In the interests of transparency, providers should update each university partner on a routine basis with as much detailed recruitment information as possible, rather than simply headline data. 
5. Faculties should inform a provider partner when direct entry requirements change to avoid confusion both between them and amongst potential students.
6. Providers should review procedures for student recruitment with an objective of including all partners equally.    
7. Whilst organisational culture cannot easily be modified, providers should continue to maintain a regular dialogue with those not directly involved in running the alliance.  Faculties which are less active with pathway students would be a priority, although more enthusiastic departments should not be neglected.  Other relevant university departments should also be included.   Apart from direct conversation, presentations, social events  and even setting up small projects with pathway students could be ways of connecting with them.    Similarly, provider employees should be kept well-informed and receive appropriate training.  Intercultural communication skills should be prioritised. 
8. In the face of growing international competition, universities and providers should remain adaptable and flexible, open to joint opportunities which might be mutually beneficial in terms of competitive strength.
5.5 Overall conclusion
Through a series of in-depth interviews with university and pathway provider respondents, this research has determined that the pathways alliances studied are rewarding and stable.  Whilst areas of friction exist, these do not impede an appreciable degree of success.  Although academics may attach negative connotations to privatisation, marketing and business models in UK higher education, pathway alliances constitute an area which is apparently beneficial to universities. This study has therefore contributed a positive element to knowledge about privatisation in higher education.  Corporate pathway providers not only attract larger numbers of international students, they also offer quality programmes to coach them in the necessary academic skills, increasing the likelihood that the students will complete a degree course.  There is always room however for continuous improvement in these partnerships.  As pathway alliances are widespread in the UK, it seems likely that academic leaders perceive advantages to them.  Others who remain uncertain may benefit from an understanding about pathway alliances to judge desirability and effectiveness for their institution.                         
5.6 Recommendations for further research
Even though pathway alliances operate in a mature environment, there are some areas where further research may prove valuable. These topics have arisen at various points within the dissertation.   Firstly, an evaluation of the two existing pathway governance models of equity joint venture and non-equity contractual partnerships may help to temper any bias towards the latter inherent in the current research.  A comparative case study approach may be an effective way of doing this.  An investigation into the practices and systems which pathway providers implement to manage multiple partnerships and how these may impact on individual partners might be useful, (see 5.4 Recommendations for practice points 4 and 6).  Relational factors have emerged as drivers of pathway alliances.  Research focussing on the relative importance of trust, commitment, communication, collaboration and relational control may be revealing.  With uncertainty about how pathway alliances will progress in the future, a follow-up review of their development in due course would be appropriate.  
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