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Research questions 

• How do different contextual factors shape the enactment of 

targeting policy in university WP departments? 

• What implications do these contextualised interpretations 

have for the selection of WP target groups?

Background

Widening participation (WP) has been a key higher education 

(HE) policy agenda in England for the past 20 years. To charge 

higher tuition fees, HE institutions (HEIs) must deliver outreach 

activities such as summer schools and mentoring programmes, 

which should be targeted at ‘under-represented groups’. 

However, while national policy narrows “the range of options 

available in deciding what to do”1, the specifics of how to go 

about putting targeting into practice have been left to HEIs and 

the staff working within them to deliver WP. Currently, little is 

understood about the processes of policy interpretation and 

translation taking place within university WP departments when 

it comes to targeting: the roles played by WP practitioners as 

policy actors; the contextual factors shaping this enactment of 

policy. 

Methodology 

Following previous research into the enactment of WP policy in 

HEIs2,3,4 this MRes dissertation study took a view of policy as 

‘enacted’ through a contextually dependent process of sense-

making5. To facilitate this, I drew upon the framework 

developed by Braun, Ball, Maguire, and Hoskins6 in theorizing 

policy enactments within secondary schools, which categorizes 

contextual dimensions as situated, professional, material and 

external. In contrast to most of the extant literature, data 

collection was focused on staff working in university WP teams 

who have a unique ‘on the ground’ perspective. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with 19 WP practitioners and WP 

managers based in a range of  HEI types across England. 

Why is this important?

The choices made about how to interpret a policy of targeting 

under-represented groups ultimately determines who is 

included, and who is excluded, from participating in potentially 

life-changing WP activities. Policymaking has greater potential 

to be effective if it recognises policy as enacted rather than 

simply implemented, understanding and working with - rather 

than against - inevitable “disruptions in practice”5.

Findings

• University’s position in the HE market. In ‘recruiting’ HEIs 

schools are the target, simple/relaxed targeting 

approach; in ‘selecting’ HEIs individuals are the target, 

complex/strict approach (e.g. points-based selection).

• HE regulatory system. Less diverse HEIs are under most 

scrutiny and pressure to target and use regulator’s 

preferred criteria (geographic indicator POLAR). 

• School partners. Often the ‘gatekeepers’, subject to their 

own policy pressures (e.g. “Gifted and Talented”).

• Make up of student body. More diverse HEIs (re: social 

class or ethnicity) under less pressure to target outreach.

• Geographic location. Local populations largely dictate 

who can be targeted (e.g. particular ethnic groups).

• Subject offering. STEM academic departments 

concerned with targeting female students as top priority. 

In small specialist HEIs (e.g. music) exclusivity of prior 

training required means targeting net is widened (e.g. 

state school vs independent school attendance). 

• Size of WP team and budget. More diverse ‘recruiting’ 

HEIs tend to have smaller WP departments relative to 

size. ‘Selecting’ HEIs often have dedicated evaluation 

staff to inform targeting approach and larger teams. 

• Data. Access to data, quality of data, and skill in using 

data all shape the targeting than can be done. Postcode 

metrics or school-level data require less resource than 

complex individual targeting (the latter facilitating 

ethnicity targeting, often intersected with gender).

• WP practitioners level of agency. WP staff may have more 

or less ability to shape targeting enactment related to: 

the size of team; whether in a ‘recruiting’ or ‘selecting’ 

HEI; individual skills and experience; seniority of role. 

• ‘Nudges’ to targeting. Practitioners’ bring values, 

identities and experiences to their roles. Often driven by 

own background as a ‘WP student’, balancing ‘official’ 

policy with wanting the “right people to get the right 

support”. Targeting risking stigma can also be a concern. 
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