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Executive summary


We acknowledge that marketing in the Higher Education sector is about both attracting students to the University and offering a high-quality experience once they are enrolled. COVID restrictions have adversely impacted both these marketing aims. We propose the immediate rollout of a digital window on the UWTSD world to deal with the immediate COVID crisis. This should be based on the VR experience already developed. Simultaneously, the VR experience should begin to be implemented as the basis of an innovatory digital platform for blended learning, propelling UWTSD into the forefront of the HE learning experience, now and in the future. We recommend:

1. Open Days:
	i. an immediate cross-campus rollout of an immersive VR Open day 	experience (Recommendations - phases 1 & 2)
	ii. using the Covid crisis as a way of moving marketing strategy forward, 	by fully embracing digital technology (Recommendations - Phase 3)

2. Teaching and Learning:

	iii. an immediate rollout of VR innovations to teaching and learning. 	Departments already committed to innovatory teaching methods 	should be offered intensive support to get this underway as 	soon as 	possible. (Recommendations - Phase 4)


1. Context  
i. Coronavirus
During the COVID crisis, the Higher Education (HE) sector was thrown into turmoil. The issue arose because of the lockdown with no academics allowed on campus and visitors being asked to stay away. This wasn’t an isolated problem but a global one. 'Thousands of students are demanding refunds of tuition fees and rent, as coronavirus wreaks havoc on their university experience' (Marianna Hunt, 2021). The Times Educational Supplement suggests that 'There’s a giant, whopping hole between what’s been sold to young people throughout their education regarding the great adventure of university life and the displaced reality of their 2020 experience' (Sarah Simons, 2020). Simons goes on to say: ‘This year’s shit show and subsequent loss of trust in the universities sector has bunged a massive question mark over the value of the whole university experience’ (Sarah Simons, 2020). A UCAS survey of more than 20,000 pupils planning to go to university suggested that nearly a quarter (23%) want to study closer to home, accelerating a longer-term trend (Rachel Hall and Alfie Packham, 2021). 
To summarise, COVID has exacerbated growing student dissatisfaction with the HE experience and accelerated the trend towards studying more locally, both possibly inevitable consequences of the marketisation of HE. However, the immediate problem is two-fold: 
1) 	how to manage recruitment when there are no open days 
2) 	how to manage teaching and learning when no-one is allowed on 	campus.

ii. UWTSD 
The issue UWTSD has is that a solid digital strategy is non-existent. There are excellent resources delivered through social media, web and video, but these do not offer added value for students. The innovative concept of a Virtual Reality (VR) tour has already been trialled by Richard Beecher in Lampeter, and is now seen as a possible solution to the inability to host Open Days, the traditional recruitment method. Luckily, due to the number of VR images previously created by Richard Beecher he was able to fully VR the University within 3 weeks, putting the digital concept into play, demonstrating the importance of the original idea.   (https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/campuses/virtual-tours/)
However, learning through an online platform remains the only option to deliver academic subjects for the current students to complete their course work. The problem with this method of online delivery is that it is based on Moodle, a gateway that is not up to the standard to deliver classroom lessons in the same way as turning up to lectures. The first-generation digital learning platforms (Moodle, Curator etc.) do not provide the sort of high quality learning experience that students now expect. This is not to say the learning platforms are useless, but they are not being used to their fullest potential. Training developers need to integrate technology seamlessly into the curriculum instead of viewing it as an add-on, an after-thought, or an event.” - (Heidi Hayes Jacobs, Executive Director of the Curriculum Mapping Institute, author, educator).

iii. Competitor Analysis
Given the move to studying locally, the main competitors to UWTSD are Cardiff Met, University of South Wales (USW) and Swansea University. (As a Russell group university, one would expect Cardiff to retain a UK wide focus.)  They have had different strategies during COVID. Swansea University have limited their marketing to a page on the website with information, a chatbox, a number to call, and video content that is all done in house and departmental. USW are using Hijack, a platform that has limited functionality, with an unstable platform prone to crashing. It gives the end-user no virtual experience; it is web-based and built on a limited platform of WordPress. Cardiff Met is combining a virtual 360 video with student chat boxes run from the website. It offers limited interaction and is simply designed. These competitor universities also link in to Unibuddy, a subscription service, whereby ‘Students find their perfect university, while universities find their best students’ (Unibuddy, 2021). This system is a clever web-based interaction with some limitations but excellent chat rooms with limited video chat.

iv Conclusions
UWTSD has coped with the COVID crisis in terms of recruitment by offering 360 tours in June. The virtual visit platform went live in November, and phase 3 during 2021. Data tells us that people are staying longer on the revised immersive and interactive virtual open days. (A major glitch occurred when academics logged in as guests rather than academics, thus their answers appeared to be coming from other guests rather than experts. This points to the need for increased training for, and buy-in from, academic staff.) Recruitment has gone up and numbers appear to be far healthier than in previous years, particularly from English students. However, data is limited as there is no strategic plan to collect data so it is impossible to do more than conjecture as to the causes of these increases. It is essential that UWTSD increases data capture in order to fully understand digital travel. It is by doing this that the digital experience can adapt and grow to reflect the customers' needs. (See Recommendations, Phase 1d p 17.)

UWTSD has been less effective in dealing with digital learning. There has been very little on-line development; staff have not changed their delivery methods. On-line resources are basic teaching resources simply recycled - pdfs and powerpoints - with no additional filming, other contextualisation or opportunities for interaction. It would have been so easy to deliver the lectures through Teams via ipads! 



2) Strategic analysis 
i) PESTLE
PESTLE and SWOT are extremely effective tools when used singly, but when combined are even more effective. Gray suggests that the PESTLE should be done first, as it will give context to the SWOT analysis (Byron Gray, 2016). That pattern has been followed here. The PESTLE analysis is divided into six parts, the political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental analysis of existing and potential management strategies. 

Political
In terms of the external political context, the Higher Education (HE) sector moved over the last third of the 20th century from a government-funded model, to a model dependent on the market economy. This ideological tussle, between a political model which advocates government funding of the HE sector and one which expects HEIs to be subject to market forces, is reflected in the internal politics at UWTSD, where there is a strong focus on the quality of teaching and learning but little emphasis on marketing, and none on digital marketing, other than use of social media platforms. There is a reliance on open days - a format that predates the changing funding structure of HEIs, and looks increasingly old fashioned. The political response to the COVID pandemic, in terms of lockdown, has created a political environment in which it is now essential to review the marketing strategy and to embrace digital marketing. 

Economic
For potential students and their families open days costs parents a significant amount in terms of time lost from work, travel, and overnight stays (Sean Coughlan BBC, 2019), especially, as is the case with UWTSD, if the university location is not UK central. A move towards digital marketing could open up the market across the UK and internationally. Moving towards a marketing strategy which integrates the physical and the digital will have a high cost for set up, but this will reduce as the project processes. For example, if the cost is £4000 for set up, design and delivery for one campus or faculty, the set up and design costs are reduced by 80% on rollout due to the consistency of the brand in the design area. There is also an ongoing monthly cost for server space, technical support and development. 

Social
The development of the online platform increases the number of opportunities to reach a wider customer base. The Welsh language is promoted throughout UWTSD and bilingualism is promoted on all Welsh campuses. Decisions about target demographics (UK wide / national) are not a marketing decision; however, having an effective digital marketing presence would enable UWTSD to have a truly UK and international presence should that be considered desirable. Our doorstep effectively is wherever someone opens a computer, wherever in the world they are. 
The social aspect of university life is often named as one of the most significant aspects of campus study, but there is a misconception that this is impossible to recreate digitally. The heartening case of Mats Steen tells a different story (Vicky Schaubert,2019), and Educators have long understood the importance of the social context for learning (Vygotsky, 1962) (Linda S Neff).
Online learning can, and should, acknowledge the importance of social interaction to the learning experience and integrate opportunities for this interaction into the platforms. We have all had the experience of 'learning in the coffee shop’; a safe space where ideas and concepts can be discussed without scrutiny or lecturer led discussion. Having a social media platform only open to students provides a similar environment, where informal knowledge sharing can take place. This in turn promotes bonds of friendships and ownership. When a student takes ownership of their knowledge then they would feel valued and become true learners. As Peter Kruger of Quora argues, ‘Students will not feel valued if they are considered empty vessels’ (Peter Kruger, 2081).


Technological
Whatever our philosophical or political preferences, HEIs currently exist in a market not unlike that of the retail sector. Many retail businesses have suffered during the pandemic due to the fact that you cannot physically visit a store (this is a similar situation to universities), but the retail stores that have excelled are the ones that have an accessible online store, with easy navigation, simple purchasing options and fast delivery. Advances in technology are our greatest asset at this time; this is an area that will need investment and continuing development. It is the stores without a strong online presence, long-established and previously successful stores like John Lewis, which were unable to respond quickly to the pandemic, who have suffered. It has been argued by many economists, and studied by   McKinsey Global Survey, that successful companies have accelerated the digitization of their customer and supply-chain interactions and of their internal operations by three to four years during the COVID pandemic (Laura LaBerge Et Al, 2020). Indeed, it could be argued that the pandemic has merely accelerated technological changes that customers were already beginning to demand. UWTSD's current marketing 'strategy' puts it alongside those retailers who have not embraced technology to move the company forward. 

Legal
The current marketing methods conform to General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR). The recommended marketing strategy will involve increased data capture and therefore will need to conform to current legal protocols on data collection. External servers, which would need to be used, would also need to conform to current GDPR, and due diligence will need to be done to ensure this.

Environmental
By offering a digital experience, parents and potential students can make many visits to UWTSD digitally, free of charge and with no impact on the environment through travel. Already, potential students will research a shortlist of HEIs to visit and increasingly they will do this online. The trend is that people will research the location, the institute and the reviews before visiting physically. By offering a high-quality visitor experience, UWTSD can reach out to new customers by offering them a tour of the virtual village after the initial capturing of images, and data. Climate change experts argue that we have to act now; the tipping point is upon us and we cannot wait. An article in Nature argues that 'In our view, the consideration of tipping points helps to define that we are in a climate emergency and strengthens this year’s chorus of calls for urgent climate action — from schoolchildren to scientists, cities and countries' (Timothy M. Lenton, et al, 2019). UWTSD has an active sustainability policy (UWTSD, V2.0, 28.09.18); offering digital Open Days are a concrete way of committing to action to support this policy. As soon as the system is set up it has no environmental impact, but will in fact reduce the carbon footprint due to fewer people physically attending an open day. 

ii) SWOT

This SWOT analysis looks at the strengths, weaknesses, of opportunities for and threats to, the marketing department at UWTSD. 

Strengths
The biggest advantage is the concept of the VR platform and its ongoing development by Richard Beecher & Virtus Tech. The Univerity's digital media and external communications are currently at a far higher standard than that of local competitors. The university, under the guidance of R Beecher has been producing digital media since 2009; the introduction to cinematic advertising and interviewing has been used by UWTSD before any of its competitors and the digital team has introduced new concepts in live broadcasting for clearing events (facebook live), graduations and aerial digital capturing. This is a unique and low cost resource for UWTSD to draw upon. Using digital media with a 360 immersive interface technology will give UWTSD the advantage of higher viewer and drop-in rates, enabling prospective students to open our doors from their homes. The customer service of this platform is very personalised, following Steve Jobs' suggestion: “Get closer than ever to your customers. So close, in fact, that you tell them what they need well before they realise it themselves” (Steve Jobs, 2011).
Currently, the platform and VR is not a USP, but the combination of the present facility and the new VR 360 development will make it not only a USP for the university but for the industry of VR.
Weaknesses
The marketing department has no clear marketing strategy. The SMT needs to give a clear steer to support the adoption of digital marketing. The marketing team is too small, with too little input from the digital team. Inter-skill working is not encouraged. Creative thinkers, innovators and pragmatics need to collaborate to achieve positive outcomes. Teamwork, communication and clear instructions are essential in the delivery of the strategy. It is this that will be the difference between being on a sinking ship and treading water until we are saved, or taking responsibility to manoeuvre around the obstacles to safer waters. The working environment at UWTSD is not mutually supportive - development and change will inevitably involve some glitches. A glitch in the system could further alienate those people who are not supportive of the use of digital technology. Johnson and Scholes (2002 pg, 545) describe the importance of strategic leaders in communication, intervention and its co-ordination of and authority over processes of change, and collaboration. They further recognise the negative effects of a coercive stance that can introduce the potential for creating an autocratic culture.  

Opportunities

The pandemic provides an opportunity to embrace the change that has already begun. For the 1st time in modern history, no student can choose a prospective university by walking through the doors. Without recruitment, universities cannot survive; this led one academic interviewed to claim: “If students don’t physically visit us then we will close.” Will we? Why? The pandemic can provide us with a bridge for the doubters to cross over into the world of digital platforms.

In addition to the VR platform and 360 tours, there is the opportunity to transform the delivery of learning to our internal customers (students, partners and event bookings). The platform - VR 360 – already exists, creating the VR experience of the library, cafés and student union. Each can be visited through a 360 tour, meals can be booked and click-and-collect options are available with the existing UWTD app. The VR 360 could even allow students to hover over an academic classroom, lecturers' doors, student support or the student union. Lectures could be delivered via an academic virtual classroom; this could be a greenscreen prerecord or an interactive live classroom using the virtual visits platform, with live chat. Students could chat with a lecturer, student services or student union, by visiting their office, they could book a slot to live chat, video chat or even arrange a cohort seminar.

This platform can be adapted to a wide range of events, conferences and live stream ‘TED’ type educational talks. This will suit not only the prospective students and our current students but also schools and colleges with unique master class educational content. During the pandemic schools have fallen behind, this offers the perfect opportunity for Athrofa students to practice and deliver content directly to primary and secondary pupils.
The opportunities are about reaching out, not only to the local community but to a global one, thus truly enhancing the universities’ ethos of transforming education, transforming lives. However, digital transformation of higher education is about more than just technology. The goal is to adopt new ways of working in order to continue delivering user-focused services in the face of changing technology, environment, attitudes, competition, audience needs and behaviour. An innovatory approach needs to translate ideas into services which create value and ensure students (Customers) are willing to purchase.


Threats
It could be argued that after COVID, this platform would be unnecessary; in fact it would be quite the opposite.
The biggest threat is UWTSD acting too slowly. Rapid changes in technology and advancements in marketing means that UWTSD should be developing a strategy fit for the digital world.




iii) Conclusion

The pestle and swot analyses show that UWTSD is under-performing during the COVID crisis; digital inclusion and digital solutions are non-existent in either marketing or delivery, despite the existence of a viable and trialled platform. COVID offers UWTSD an opportunity to reach out to those who not only understand this technology but also expect it. Strategic reviews highlight an immediate need for forward-thinking, and an understanding of the rapid transformation enabled by digital technology. UWTSD can cement the digital cornerstone and build the foundations of innovation, creation and design with a strong digital structure fit for the 21st century, keeping in mind environmental, green, carbon-free solutions.

The value of the student or guests to our campuses should be paramount, and work in conjunction with a high-class educational experience. Preparing the staff for the virtual digital experience and training would be the biggest revolution in education since the chalkboard gave way to the interactive screen. 
The Open University was founded in 1969 since when it has been delivering distance learning, through books, TV shows and online. It is one of the most experienced providers of distance learning experiences, working in tandem with the BBC to create award-winning documentaries, educational subject series and bite size secondary school content.
What makes Open University/BBC online teaching experience stand out? I was fortunate enough to lead and deliver the Open University's 50 years celebration tour, live streaming from around Wales and it was clear to me that good educational content is key; but the content needs to be simple and understandable. Attention spans are reducing, (Technical University of Denmark, 2019) but by creating visual content to reinforce the words, our attention is held. Examples of this are programmes such as the world-renowned Blue Planet, with its breathtaking cinematic visuals. Civilisation used simple visuals, but by using AR and animation was able to recreate ruined cities, bringing them back to life. Time Team is a perfect example of learning without apparently being taught. Watching an episode of Time Team, the presentation is simple. The animation is technically complicated but very easy to grasp alongside contextualisation with the viewer thus anchoring the learning. Combining all these senses together (visual, creative, auditory and imaginative) creates an excellent platform for learning, giving the viewer an entertaining programme and an enjoyable but effective experience of learning. Now is the time to take the lessons of the Open University further, by utilising digital media to the full, taking blended learning to the next level.







3) Recommendations
 
· To introduce Virtual Reality tours of each UWTSD campus, not only to cope with the immediate Covid crisis, but also to use the response to the crisis as a way of moving marketing strategy forward.
· To use the experience and knowledge developed in phases 1-3 to develop a truly interactive digital platform to enhance the whole learning experience.


Phase 1- VR tour a continuous presence on the web.
a. Potential students will be able to access a Virtual Reality Environment (VRE) where control is with the user. Current platforms are controlled by the interface and software; the user can only follow where the developer has given them permission. A parallel can be drawn with a video game scenario: in the 1980s, video games were developed for 2 dimensional platforms with a simple linear direction. The development of the gaming industry gave us a 3 dimensional experience where the user has the ability to adventure through the worlds without the limitations of technology. Younger consumers, such as the target customer base for UWTSD, are so used to the gaming platform that this level of access and control is expected.

b. By giving a VRA tour of the University's campuses we are giving the control to the user to explore their areas of interest. This is not to say that the university loses control; by feeding the information needed at that particular time within the tour which is most relevant, the university can respond to the needs of the virtual visitor, offering in-depth experiences at points where this is requested. We have the ability to create virtual taster classes for the visitor to attend, facilitate the asking questions of academic, administrative, and support staff via a chatbox, or videos on other students learning experiences. 

d) Creating a filter to sit over the tour allows the University to capture data, offering a platform for the Marketing and Senior Management team to analyse movement around the tour, via a Digi Data Dashboard. The filter will capture movement, where the user is looking, how long for, where they looked next, where they moved, what area they live in the world, whether they are a first time visitor or returning and any other data useful to the organisation. Data capture is crucial in understanding human behaviour, patterns and habits. It is this process that elevates UWTSD above any competition within the HE sector. 

phase 2 - virtual visits on selected days
This is a platform that sits alongside the VR tour. When activated on Open Days, visits or taster sessions, the VR tour will become live with Video meetings, one to one chats with Academics, support staff, finance and UCAS experts. 

The opening platform would have a recording to sit in the lower corner of the screen (similar to the paperclip concept developed by Microsoft). This prerecording would be an introduction to what is on screen and a navigation tutorial on how to find your way around. Clicking on this helper will prompt a response and call to action, although not fully live but a link to an online chat. As the development progresses, and with emerging technologies, this would eventually be a live AI (artificial Intelligence): ‘Machine learning and user interfaces such as speech and gesture recognition technology will advance to increase productivity or eliminate some knowledge work altogether’ (Plurasight, 2021). This will be constantly present throughout the platform but could be minimised. There would be alive through VR or pre-recorded introductory welcome video from a Campus Dean/Provost, as on a physical open day. As with the VR tour, all data is captured. The other unique aspect of the phase 2 platform is that creating this virtual experience is mimicking the physical open day, creating the environment and experience as if walking onto campus. This could run alongside physical open days once the COVID crisis is over. We must also remember inclusivity. As stated in the Strategic Equality Plan 2016 - 2020, the vision of the university is to 'provide a supportive and inclusive environment'. By having virtual platforms, not only is our target audience expanded globally we are also concretising our commitment to creating an inclusive learning environment. 

Phase 3 – back on campus
Eventually, the doors of UWTSD will re-open and visitors will be able to come in person. However, we can supplement our on-line presence and underline our commitment to ongoing innovation by creating what I would like to call a ‘Quantum Digital District’ (R.Beecher, 2020). That is, a physical presence with a digital lead, by creating Agronomic Reality (AR). This gives a visitor the possibility of a digital visit to a campus through a mobile device, combining a physical tour with Geo networking. The VR tour can be used as a satellite navigation, which doesn’t need any additional software for the end-user, who would log into the platform to be directed around the campus. This would allow online chat, if queues are long, or if visitors are reluctant to engage in face-to-face chat. It could also provide digital taster sessions, with an interactive element, to give prospective students the opportunity to experience learning experiences offered by different departments. This could be rolled out in the future to include enrolled students, becoming an integral part of the phase 4 proposals.

Phase 4 - blended learning 

There has been a misconception in blended learning, where there is a sense that the content is online but teaching still takes place in the classroom. Although this is a form of blended learning, as Clifford Maxwell argues, it is not the ideal. Critical to the definition [of blended learning] is “online learning, with some element of student control” (Clifford Maxwell, 2016). He goes on to say that if there is no element of student control then there is no real blended learning. Higher Education has lagged behind other educational sectors in its teaching methods, often preferring the lecture approach, with PowerPoints.  This methodology, developed in the context of a small elite group of students who were 'natural' learners, has not developed in response to the increasing numbers of students in HE. COVID has drawn attention to this outmoded methodology; since when delivered on-line an academic is not mediating the information, it is often meaningless to the learner. Looking back to the ONS student satisfaction survey previously discussed, this is a problem and brings us back to the question of value for money. I would argue, that effective learning is a two way process, whether in class, in social spaces or online. Learning should always be student-led with academic support. 

To put this into context around the Virtual platform:
Creating a 360 environment with VR goggles or mobile technology the student will feel part of the class, this in turn allows a virtual classroom to take place. The VR goggles are not essential to this, this can placed in a video format but still give you the option to look around. The Virtus Techs’ platform is a comprehensive system, complex from the programming side, but designed to be a simple interactive user system. The platform leads seamlessly through the first 3 phases up to the ‘Quantum Digital District’. But it can go further. A student can truly direct their learning on whatever format they want. This in turn allows the student to take full control of when they attend class and in what context  - digitally or physically.  According to Carlo Rovelli (Allen Lane, 2018), time is but an illusion anyway, 'our naive perception of its flow doesn’t correspond to physical reality … an elastic manifold that contorts so that local times differ depending on one’s relative speed or proximity to a mass — is just an effective simplification' (Carlo Rovelli Allen Lane 2018). Time is not a factor in learning, learning should be unrestrained by time.

The virtual platform in stage 4 allows us to combine time-limited reality with the virtual, giving the student a truly unique experience in the blended learning environment that is offered by no other in our sector. Imagine an architecture student, engineer or artist having the opportunity to be in a virtual environment, able to interact with the architecture by moving sections of the building around, the engine by stripping it down and rebuilding or the models in art, interacting in such a way that they would feel they are physically in the class. This idea of a conceptual classroom is being used by surgeons, to carry out procedures remotely; Virtus Tech can do all this by allowing the remote student to visit a classroom or studio in 3 dimensions and from 360 degrees. Coventry University has been in the vanguard of digital learning, using a simpler version of the technology suggested here, and is the 1st institution to deliver a fully approved online course in NHS nursing (Coventry University Press team, 2020). 

Virtus Techs’ platform could offer these same opportunities to students at UWTSD, making UWTSD the market leader in digital teaching and learning.
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