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Abstract

This thesis examines the involvement of third sector organisations in widening
participation policy enactment. Whilst national widening participation policy is largely
concerned with the actions of higher education providers and of government, there
are a growing number of third sector organisations informing policy and practice
through their activities and research. Thus far, these organisations have been absent
from widening participation research and hence this thesis addresses a gap in
understanding the many actors engaged in enactment of widening participation policy.

This research is based in an interpretive approach to policy analysis, combining expert
interviews with documentary analysis to explore the roles that third sector
organisations have taken on within widening participation policy enactment. Based on
Colebatch’s (2002) articulation of policy as authority, order and expertise, this thesis
analyses the actions of third sector organisations in context to assess how they are
contributing to shaping widening participation policy and the potential for further
development of their influence.

This research identifies that third sector organisations play a peripheral role in shaping
widening participation policy, though some have more prominent roles in promoting a
fair access variant of widening participation, in mainstreaming specific forms of
outreach activity and in promoting a focus on evaluation and particularly a ‘what
works’ approach. Despite limited indications of influence on policy, this research also
demonstrates that many third sector organisations are actively engaging in policy
discussions and seeking to inform the direction of policy through establishing positions
as ‘networked experts’. These positions are unstable, and are influenced by funders,
engagement in elite networks and by the leading organisations in the field.

This thesis makes distinct contributions to knowledge through examining the
emergence and practices of organisations not yet examined in widening participation
policy and by exploring widening participation policy enactment in context.
Additionally, the findings in relation to the environment of widening participation
policy making offers new insights into how policy is made and enacted, including
whose interests are represented.

Vi
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Chapter one: Introduction

Widening participation, the process of broadening higher education participation to
under-represented groups, is a global concern for expanding economies. In the UK it
has been part of policy and of public concern for social justice and economic reasons
for some time. There has been extensive research on widening participation (WP),
usually with a focus on the actions or contexts of government and universities as the
institutions responsible for widening participation, as well as on the experiences of
students and communities targeted in widening participation work. In England, the
past 20 years has seen a growing number of non-state, non-university organisations
aligning themselves with widening participation as part of their commercial activities
or social mission, forming part of a broad ‘sector’ of organisations engaged with WP.
Many of these newer organisations can also be considered part of the ‘third sector’,
neither private nor public organisations, operating with a social purpose. These
organisations have rarely been included within research on the WP sector and have
not previously been a primary focus for research. Consequently, this thesis contributes
to literature on widening participation by filling a distinct gap in empirical research by
focusing on the actions of third sector widening participation organisations and their
relationship to policy. In addition, it contributes to literature on third sector
organisations as policy actors by examining a set of organisations that are not easily
categorised, with elements of philanthropic, social enterprise and cooperative
organisations. These organisations have been part of education policy research but
rarely considered specifically in terms of their status as charitable organisations or part

of a third sector (Williamson, 2013).

This thesis explores the role of third sector organisations in shaping widening
participation policy and its enactment. Based on interviews with those within selected
third sector widening participation organisations (TSWPOs) and others with
professional experience in widening participation policy, in combination with the
records and policy documents of a wider range of TSWPOs, this study examines how

and in what ways these organisations have sought to shape WP policy since 1997. It
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provides the first comprehensive account of the context of emergence of these
organisations and identifies that, although there are different approaches to shaping
policy, these organisations have developed some limited influence through their roles
as ‘experts’ within the sector. This thesis critically examines how organisations have
established this position through the creation and utilisation of elite networks and
how, through participating in a politics of influence, some organisations have
contributed to promoting and sustaining dominant narratives on evidence and fair
access. In doing so, this thesis provides a unique account of WP policymaking not
currently represented within existing research and a basis for further exploration of

how these conditions enable and restrict policy change.

This study draws on Colebatch’s (2002) articulation of policy as expertise, order and
authority to explore capacities for policy influence within third sector organisations.
This framework has not previously been applied in this way or to these types of
organisations, who may not ordinarily be considered as unique policy actors. In looking
at third sector organisations and networks in higher education policymaking, it draws
on the work of researchers focused on global policy mobilities, new forms of education
governance and how these forms of organisations contribute to new forms of
education governance (e.g. Williamson, 2013; Ball, 2012; Ball & Junemann, 2012; Ball
& Olmedo, 2011; Hogan, 2015). This research points to the significance of such
organisations in promoting market solutions to education ‘problems’, to shaping
pedagogy and to shaping research use in education policymaking. Several of these
studies have examined individual organisations or networks but have not examined
the practices within these organisations and the internal logics which guide their
actions as policy actors. This study therefore goes beyond this focus on networks to
look at practices within networks and how these contribute to ‘making policy with

good ideas’ in the context of networked governance.



1.1. The context of this study

This study covers an extended period of policymaking and of third sector involvement
in WP, starting from 1997 and the publication of the Dearing Report and the
foundation of the Sutton Trust, to 2021, when this thesis was written. The interviews
that form the core of this thesis took place from May 2019 — July 2020, a period of
significant social and political turbulence. Many interviewees were reflecting, not
solely on their current working practices, but on sometimes far longer professional
histories working in widening participation. Nonetheless, the context in which this
study took place in important for framing their reflections on the policymaking

environment and indicates why this study is needed.

The period covered by this study, from 1997 to 2021, saw significant changes in higher
education and widening participation policy, with movement towards a marketised HE
system and regulation of WP activity across all higher education providers (HEPs).
During this time, there was also a notable increase in the number of third sector
organisations with widening participation goals forming part of their social mission.
These organisations, barely mentioned in policy documents in 1997, were by 2018
referenced in the comments of the Director of Access and Participation, appeared in
individual institutions’ access and participation plans, and, since 2009, have frequently
appeared as examples of best practice in enquiries into HE access and social mobility
(Squire, 2020). In an initial search in 2018 for active third sector organisations with
widening participation goals or working to deliver widening participation activity, |
identified 32 such organisations. This thesis focused on those who were active,
registered charities in England and had widening participation as a major goal;
however, the number of non-state organisations taking an interest in WP is far wider,
with many of them delivering activity intended to widen participation on a large scale.
This interest in WP from charitable organisations shows little sign of slowing, with a
further five organisations identified over the course of this thesis. Despite their
growth, these organisations and their involvement in widening participation policy and

practice have not been a focus for research.

3



The groundwork for this study, including a mapping of all TSWPOs, began in 2018, at a
point where significant changes were being made to higher education regulation in
England and to widening participation specifically. The Higher Education and Research
Act 2017 established a new HE regulatory body for England, the Office for Students
(OfS), in January 2018. The Office for Students made substantive changes to the
regulation of widening participation activity over its first two years, including requiring
more analysis of student characteristics at provider level, the introduction of national
performance measures, longer-term planning cycles and the creation of a national
‘evidence centre’ (Office for Students, 2018). Alongside this, a new national outreach
programme, now known as Uni Connect, was launched in January 2017 and, at the
time of writing, is still active. In addition to regulatory and programme changes, there
was also an ongoing review of post-18 education and funding launched in 2018 and,
after some delay, published in May 2019. The government response came in Jan 2021,
though with a full review of HE spending still pending at the time of writing. For
TSWPOs, the changes during this period presented opportunities to extend their reach,
with Uni Connect partnerships and new providers creating commercial and partnership
opportunities. However, this period of change also presented a threat to TSWPO
funding streams and stability, as changes to regulation prompted some universities to
consider bringing activity previously delivered by TSWPOs ‘in-house’ and Uni Connect
funding reduced over time, often with relatively short notice changes. The focus of Uni
Connect and national performance measures on POLAR, an area-based measure of
young HE participation, shifted funding and institutional priorities to reaching specified
groups of young people, often requiring TSWPOs to align with these targeting
measures. Amidst this turbulent environment, some TSWPOs came together to form
the Fair Access Alliance, making public statements on the responsibilities of the OfS,
HE regulation and funding. In this context, the involvement of TSWPOs in WP policy
has been public and relevant to their organisational survival, making this thesis a

timely review of their role and positions.

Since this study began, HE policymaking has not been ‘business as usual’, with

government first heavily preoccupied with exiting the European Union, a process
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formally begun in March 2017 and completed at the end of January 2020, and then
dealing with the Covid-19 global pandemic from early 2020, a process still ongoing. In
the period during which this research was carried out there have been four different
university ministers (one, Chris Skidmore, holding the post on two separate occasions
during this time), as well as changes in the responsibilities of the role, bringing
uncertainty to the HE sector and shifting areas of focus. Although not intended as an
account of the past four years of policymaking specifically, the recent strategies used
by TSWPOs to engage with government and with policy detailed in this thesis do offer
some insight into how such organisations adapt and into the WP policy environment
during a period of turbulence. It demonstrates how some TSWPOs have come to think
of policy influence differently, focusing less on access to a rapidly changing cast of
senior figures and more on long-term relationships with organisations as a route to

achieving their social missions.

1.2. The focus of this study

This study sought to understand the role of third sector organisations within widening
participation policy. Specifically, it sought to understand how they related to WP
policy, how they have sought to influence it and in what ways. There are a wide range
of different non-state, non-HEP organisations that could be considered part of the
third sector currently involved in delivering on or commenting on WP policy aims and
hence this thesis focused on a particular group of organisations who share common
characteristics in their legal frameworks, policy focus and broad conceptual similarities
that impact on how they are perceived. Those identified as Third Sector Widening
Participation Organisations in this thesis were registered charities, active in England
and with a major focus on widening participation as part of their work and/or social
mission. This therefore excluded some non-state organisations that have been active
participants in delivering widening participation work, such as Buttle UK whose Quality
Mark was significant in raising the profile of the needs of care leavers within HE. These
exclusions were made to ensure a focus on WP policy, rather than other policy areas

(in the case of Buttle UK this would be the care system more broadly) and to establish
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how the legal and social framework of being a charity can impact on WP and policy

work.

This study, in being concerned with how organisations and individuals within them
navigate and attempt to exert influence within a specific policy environment, is
concerned with both the context in which organisations and individuals work and with
their interpretations of this context. Drawing on an interpretative approach to policy
analysis, it uses documentary analysis and interviews with ‘experts in their own
domains’ (Yanow, 2000: 18) to explore the communities of meaning in which TSWPOs
carry out their policy work. These experts were drawn from within TSWPOs (as experts
in how they interpreted their positions and the rationale behind their actions) and
outside these organisations (as experts in how these organisations and individuals fit
within a broader WP policy context and in how their positions have been supported or
otherwise). All of the interpretations of these selected experts are necessarily partial,
varied by positional differences within the field, and the selection of interviewees was
therefore designed to enable exposure to multiple interpretations (Schwartz-Shea &

Yanow, 2013).

Within the study | focused on four organisations of varying size (as defined by recent
income) and foci; one large and one medium organisation focused on delivery of
widening participation work; and one large and one medium organisation focused on
policy and coordination of widening participation work. All methodological issues are
discussed in further detail in chapter six. Within these organisations | aimed to capture
the perspectives of multiple staff with an ‘institutionalised authority to construct
reality’ (Hitzler, Honer & Maeder, 1994, quoted in Meuseur & Nagel, 2009: 19), with
the involvement of individuals at different levels of policy enactment providing a broad
exposure to communities of meaning (Yanow, 2000). Experts external to TSWPOs were
also identified on the basis of their standing within the field and their institutionalised
authority, previous or current, to assess or influence the position of TSWPOs. These
therefore included the previous Director of Fair Access, former civil servants working

on social mobility and education, and prominent commentators on WP policy. In the
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course of identifying suitable interviewees and in interviewing, it became apparent
that no neat divides existed between organisations or between roles. One individual
could hold multiple authoritative roles in different organisations, with individuals
initially identified as external to TSWPOs often having close personal or professional
connections to them. The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic also meant that full
coverage of a range or roles for each identified organisation was not possible. As a
consequence, this research does not provide an organisational perspective but one
focused on a field of policy, with overlapping organisational and personal fields
providing additional context for policy interpretations and actions of individuals and

organisations.

The view of policy and policy influence explored in this thesis is explicitly not about a
specific policy change or about policy solely as text. It examines WP policy as a process
in which third sector organisations are part of contestation, played out ‘in regard to
whose voices are heard and whose values are recognised or ‘authoritatively allocated’
in the policy and which groups ultimately benefit as a result’ (Taylor et. al., 1997:28-9).
In examining WP policy, it looks specifically at the aspects of a broad area of policy that
TSWPOs have chosen to engage with, primarily those concerning outreach, ‘fair access’
and social mobility. These areas are only a subset of WP policy but nonetheless are
important facets of its conception and enactment. This thesis explores TSWPO
engagement in WP policy, how they understand it as relevant to their work and how
they choose (or not) to attempt to influence what policy is, whether at a stage of ideas
and values or at a stage of implementation. As such, this thesis is about how third
sector organisations come to be policy actors and what guides their actions and not
about whether those actions have or have not been a determining factor in the text of
policy. It provides an account of the WP policy that is rarely explored, particularly in
describing and analysing the interrelations and power dynamics between organisations

and in examining the how policy ideas are interpreted outside the structures of policy.



1.2.1 An insider account?

An interpretive approach to studying policy suggests that ‘it is not possible for an
analyst to stand outside of the policy issue being studied, free of its values and
meanings and of the analyst's own values, beliefs, and feelings’ (Yanow, 2000: 5) and
accepts that exploring interpretations, both of participants and of researchers, is part
of the research process. This is particularly true of my own position as a former
widening participation practitioner, closely connected to the networks and individuals
within this study. Whilst my positionality and how | have understood this, particularly
in relation to the organisations and individuals that are the focus of this study, is
covered in greater detail in chapter six, | mention it here because it pertains to the
focus and framing of this study and to how this thesis is written. | was a widening
participation practitioner between 2005-2017, starting as an intern and ending as a
head of department, with some responsibility for writing institutional policy and
translating national policy in a local context. As such, the policy and practice changes
discussed within chapters two and four of this thesis were also the context for my own
career. | experienced them as someone engaged in the process of policy enactment
and this was the initial basis of my interest in this level of policy research. My
alignment with interpretative policy analysis and its associated epistemological
position, which values the words and reasonings of those involved in making policy, is
also informed, in part, by my professional experience and my own understanding of

how policy is ‘made’ in practice.

My professional experience in widening participation was also closely tied to the
growth of third sector organisations in WP. My first roles were working on projects
linked to the government-funded Aimhigher programme, including working with an
early TSWPO, Brightside. | later spent 18 months working for Teach First, a major
funder and active promoter of third sector education organisations, particularly those
led by former teachers trained by the organisation. As part of my role at Teach First, |
supported organisations including The Brilliant Club and The Access Project, both

TSWPOs identified in this thesis, as they launched their programmes. In being a

8



London-based practitioner, | encountered and participated in several of the networks
discussed by participants in this thesis, including early iterations of the Bridge Group
and the Fair Education Alliance. The account of TSWPO emergence given in chapter
four therefore, in part, draws upon my own knowledge of these organisations and my
associated awareness of where details about their activities have been recorded. My
identification of the growth of third sector organisations, something not remarked
upon within WP research, came from this professional experience and formed the
basis of my initial research questions seeking to understand how and why these
organisations had, from my perspective, become so prominent within the field of WP. |
was also seeking to understand some of the varied interpretations of widening
participation that | had come across in my career and how widening participation
policy was contextualised within organisations and by individuals reconciling policy
with their own experiences and values. My personal view of widening participation, as
an issue of social justice and equity, had come into conflict with positions in and
outside HEPs which placed expectations of change on individual applicants and
students, rather than institutions, and were informed by (I felt) limited ideas of merit,
deservedness and social mobility. | was curious as to what informed the position of
organisations like TSWPOs, who appeared to be growing and becoming more vocal,

and what this might mean for how widening participation is done in future.

Although | began this work from the position of an ‘insider’, like other qualitative
researchers (Mercer, 2007) | argue that the position of insider/outsider is not a
dichotomy and is continually changing throughout the process of research. Having
spent two years outside practice at the point of interviewing, only a small number of
the participants in this research had any prior relationship to me and my knowledge as
an ‘insider’ was already dated given the rapid changes in HE policy. In terms of how
this affects the presentation of this research, there are points where it has been

IIIII

appropriate to talk in terms of “1”, both as a researcher whose position is closely tied
to this research in multiple ways, and as an informant, whose insider knowledge and
connections have been relevant to the practicalities of research design and to the

content of this thesis. The conscious choice to include myself within the writing of this
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research is part of a broader commitment to maintain ‘a reflexive awareness that
research relations are never simple encounters, innocent of identities and lines of
power’ (DeVault & Gross, 2012: 215). This is true in the research process but also
within the communication of this research. | argue that this does not take away from
my critical position but rather provides a point from which to interrogate it,

acknowledging that there may be limitations in doing so.

1.3. Contribution to knowledge

This thesis makes a distinct contribution to knowledge through the topic of study,
TSWPOs, and in the application of Colebatch’s (2002) model of policy as order,
authority and expertise to the study of policy influence. This study provides the first
comprehensive account and analysis of the emergence of a type of organisation
termed here ‘third sector widening participation organisation’. Third sector
organisations have rarely been mentioned within widening participation research, with
the exceptions focusing on their programmes of outreach activity (Lasselle, Kier &
Smith 2009; Byrom, 2009) or on their research and use of language (e.g. McCaig, 2015;
Maslen, 2019). Within education policy research, third sector organisations and their
roles in policy formation and enactment have been an area of focus for several
researchers in different national contexts (e.g. Ball, 2012; Williamson, 2013;
Williamson, 2014; Thompson, Savage & Lingard, 2016), though this is still an emergent
area of research. Much of this research has focused on narrative accounts or on using
conceptual devices such as networks or policy assemblages to understand how such
organisations come to occupy positions of influence and how policy ideas travel.
Researchers in these areas have highlighted that such accounts are a starting point,
with a need for ‘further enquiry into the participation of the third sector in public

education’ (Williamson, 2013: 10).

The type of third sector organisations covered within this thesis is challenging to
define, with some arguing that they are not actually ‘third sector’. These organisations

defy some traditional definitions of charitable organisations, particularly those that
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emphasise voluntary action as a core component, as few rely on volunteers. Their
funding models have changed over time, blending philanthropic backing with sold
services, commercial ventures, public donations and government and institutional
funding streams. Many are constitutively hybrid organisations, blending practices and
functions from different sectors. They appear to form part of a growing number of
TSOs developed in response to state initiatives, occupying government ‘invited’ spaces,
whilst also operating as independent organisations (Howard & Taylor, 2010). In this,
they are not necessarily unusual as third sector organisations, but their hybridity and
fluidity does present particular challenges in accountability and governance (Ebrahim,
Battilana & Mair, 2014). The findings within this thesis, which describe and critique the
context in which TSWPOs develop their reputation as boundary spanners and experts,
contribute to research articulating the challenges of hybridity, particularly in relation

to policy influence.

This thesis uses an understanding of policy as process, taking policy to comprise more
than a text but also the processes ‘prior to the articulation of the text and the
processes that continue after the text has been produced’ (Lingard & Ozga, 2007: 2). It
uses the concept of ‘enactment’ as ‘creative processes of interpretation and
recontextualisation’ (Ball, Maguire & Braun, 2012:3), to capture how policy is
continually contested. This view of ‘politics in action’ traces how ‘economic and social
forces, institutions, people, interests, events and chance interact’ (Taylor et. al.,
1997:20) to examine power relations within widening participation policy making.
Although power relations within HE policy and within the construction of widening
participation policy have been explored by several policy researchers (e.g. Shattock,
2012; McCaig, 2018), the account of policymaking represented in the findings of this
thesis, encompassing intermediate levels of policy and from the position of policy
actors seeking opportunities to advance their ideological or material positions, is
relatively rare. Examining widening participation policy as enactment is a relatively
recent development within WP research (Rainford, 2021; McCaig, Rainford and Squire,
2022), particularly at the level of practitioners (Burke, 2012). This thesis therefore

contributes to a growing body of work that examines widening participation policy
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enactment, whilst looking specifically at this in a context not yet explored by other

researchers.

Finally, in applying Colebatch’s (2002) articulation of policy as comprising order,
authority and expertise, this thesis makes a unique contribution to understanding
policy influence in complex contexts. It contributes to research examining the ‘politics
of expertise’ and to accounts of evidence use in policy (e.g. Stevens, 2011) and posits
some explanations of the limitations of expert positions in WP policy. This model of
policy has not been applied to analysis of policy action and, | argue, offers a practical
framework for understanding the effectiveness of attempts to influence widening

participation policy.

1.4. Research questions

The focus of this study on the policy engagement of TSWPOs was refined into three
research questions, which are addressed directly and in order within in chapters seven,

eight and nine.

I.  How and in what ways are TSWPOs shaping policy and practice in relation to
higher education access and success?

II.  How is their relationship to policy shaping and being shaped by their status as
charitable organisations in a ‘third sector’?

lll.  What are the implications of this for the project of widening participation?

These questions specifically make use of the word ‘shaping’, rather than ‘influence’,
recognising that influence can imply a direct relationship between an action and policy
outcome, which is not intended or assumed here. Shaping is also more reflective of the
type of influence described and even sought by TSWPOs, which about making policy
and its enactment ‘amenable to certain forms of thought and remedial intervention’
(Williamson, 2014: 38). The first question also makes reference to ‘policy and practice’
however the use of these two words is not intended to imply that these aspects of

widening participation are distinct. There is significant overlap and interaction
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between these and the focus of this thesis is primarily on policy, including the practices

that form part of enactment.

1.5. Thesis structure

In tackling a subject matter — TSWPOs — that has not previously been identified as an
object of study, this thesis deviates slightly from a model of an initial literature review,
followed by empirical research. Instead, it is divided into three distinct sections. Firstly,
chapters two through four examine the policy contexts which support the emergence
of these organisations and in which they are operating as policy actors. Chapters five
and six describe the design of this research, with the final chapters seven through ten
focusing on findings and conclusions from this research, including recommendations

for policy, practice and further research.

Chapters two and three explore policy developments in two areas — widening
participation and third sector respectively — that provide the context for understanding
these organisations and their roles within a field of widening participation policy.
Chapter two focuses on the development of widening participation policy in England
and primarily on the period since 1997, in which the majority of TSWPOs have been
operating. This provides much of the context for understanding the development of
the social missions and policy concerns of TSWPOs and the opportunities presented
within policy for involvement of TSOs. Chapter three examines the development of the
‘third sector’ as an object in policy, with a focus on the relationship between ‘third
sector’ organisations and the state. This chapter also examines literature on TSOs
within education policy to demonstrate how similar organisations have developed and
become active in shaping policy. Chapter four then draws together these policy
contexts and literature about TSOs as policy actors to look specifically at organisations
designated as TSWPOs for the purpose of this research. This chapter describes how
these organisations have been identified and categorised. It then draws on
documentary evidence and policy documents to provide an account of their

emergence and their participation in national policy and policy making processes.
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Chapters five and six relate to research methodology, specifically the design and
conceptual framing of this research. Chapter five examines in more detail the concepts
operationalised within this research and within analysis, with specific reference to
policy, policy enactment and networks. Chapter six provides details of how this
research was designed, carried out, and how the data was analysed. It explores the
critical realist underpinning of this research and the interpretative policy analysis
approach. It also provides a further analysis of the use of expert interviews within
interpretative policy analysis and articulation of researcher position and how this

relates to the research and presentation of findings.

Chapters seven, eight and nine focus on the findings of this research. Chapter seven
focuses on addressing the research question ‘how and in what ways are TSWPOs
shaping policy and practice in relation to higher education access and success?’,
arguing that, whilst TSWPO influence is largely peripheral to policy change, they have
contributed to the advancement of narratives and practices around fair access and
evidence use within widening participation that have dominated WP policy. It also
demonstrates how capacity to shape policy is based on participation in a networked
elite, with limited scope to influence in other ways. Finally, this chapter demonstrates
how a volatile political climate and a structured regulatory environment has led
TSWPOs to seek greater influence in practice and implementation, rather than at the
level of national policy. Chapter eight examines how the organisational form of
TSWPOs has shaped their policy actions, identifying funding and its instability as a key
determinant in their policy decisions and in creating an environment of competition. It
also demonstrates how TSWPOs have been able to ‘borrow’ from other fields,
including academia and business, to develop their capacities to shape policy. However,
this chapter also indicates that, in part because of the indistinctiveness of many of the
organisations included within this research, that there is a limited identification with
being a ‘third sector’ organisation or even a charity, with social purpose and activities
being more important signifiers and making them more aligned to university widening
participation teams than other charitable organisations. Chapter nine then draws

together themes within the two previous chapters to examine how TSWPOs have
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related to the three elements of policy — order, authority and expertise — arguing that
the most successful organisations in shaping policy are those who are able to
contribute to all three. It argues that the major role and contribution of TSWPOs has
been in expertise, but that this has required them to participate in a politics of
expertise that restricts expertise to a few select organisations. Ultimately, due to
limited resources and the established structures of HE policy, most TSWPOs are unable
to contribute significantly to either authority or order within policy at any but the
lowest levels of enactment. Hence, their ability to shape policy is limited to a select
few experts or to levels of policy where they can contribute to order or authority. This
chapter concludes by examining what the capacity for TSWPOs to shape policy might
then mean for future widening participation policy and for the development of

TSWPOs.

A final chapter, chapter ten, returns to examine the significance of the findings of this
thesis for policy, practice and for further research, suggesting that the regulatory
environment continues to create opportunities for non-HEPs to deliver on HEP policy
but with limited special advantage for social purpose organisations over others,
particularly in an environment of financial constraint. It argues that a lack of stability
has hampered the ability of TSWPOs to effectively engage in policy, instead giving their
policy engagement a short-term focus that often lacks critical depth. It offers a critique
of the policymaking environment, which relies heavily on elite networks and an image
of credibility, arguing that these networks and a competitive environment has
narrowed the field of debate, despite seemingly involving more policy actors. This
critical perspective of the policy work of TSWPOs offered within this thesis surfaces
many of the reservations of interviewees themselves, who feel or felt compelled to
‘play the game’ in influencing policy and draws attention to the limiting and
performative practices of policy influence. Alongside this, it also recognises where
there has been potential for alternative approaches, including in working on
organisational policy change, seeking to diversify the social backgrounds of decision
makers in TSWPOs and more directly involving the perspectives of those that TSWPOs

identify as their main beneficiaries.
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Chapter two: The widening participation policy context

2.1. Introduction

This chapter, together with the following chapter, provides an outline of the context
for this study in two areas of policy and practice. Firstly here, the development of
widening participation from the 1963 Robbins Report and HE expansion to its current
form as ‘access and participation’, closely connected to ‘social mobility’ as a policy
concern. Secondly, in the following chapter, the making up of the third sector in policy
and practice and its place within the networked governance of education policy in
England. In both cases, the focus is primarily on policy and practice from 1997, with
the policies and approaches of a New Labour Government providing the immediate
context for the foundation of some of the largest and most established third sector
organisations focusing on widening participation. Taken together, the policy and
practice histories within these chapters provide the framework for thematic issues of
‘fair access’, ‘networked governance’ and ‘collaboration’ that will be explored in later
chapters. They also introduce aspects of the policymaking context in which TSWPQOs
have sought to develop their influence, some of which will be examined in further
detail in chapter four. In this chapter, the focus is on widening participation and on the
aspects of widening participation policy that have been most relevant to the TSWPOs
examined in this thesis, namely outreach activity, young participation, ‘fair access’ and

social mobility.

As noted in the introduction to this thesis, this research uses an understanding of
policy as a process, encompassing everything from the ideas that make up the basis of
policy decisions, to the enactment of policies, whether at national or organisational
level. This broad conception of policy is used to best capture the experiences of
organisations and individual whose ‘policy work’ encompasses both national and more
local level policies and is concerned with ideas and narratives, as well as specific
policies. Further detail on how the term ‘policy’ is applied within this thesis is in

chapter five, however, for the purposes of the following three chapters which focus on
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a ‘policy history’, a more specific definition is applied. The policy histories related and
discussed in these chapters relate to national-level policy, primarily within England.
This national policy includes specific policies, such as the Higher Education and
Research Act 2017, but also includes the policies, guidance and practices of
government departments or their agents. It also includes work to ‘make’ policy, such
as consultations, debates and political statements of government and other political
parties. Where these chapters refer to ‘policy’, this is referring to activities of
government or other legitimate authorities in relation to widening participation and/or
social mobility. Where use of ‘policy’ differs from this application within these

chapters, this is specifically noted.

In making use of the terms ‘widening participation’ and ‘third sector’, this thesis is
applying terminology that, at least in policy, could be considered dated. Over the
period since 1997, which is the starting point of this thesis for exploring the
involvement of TSWPOs in policy, there has been considerable flexibility in the
application of both terms in policy and in practice contexts and they have been largely
replaced in policy by ‘access and participation’ and ‘voluntary and community sector’
respectively. In both cases, this thesis uses a broad definition for each term, which will
be outlined further at the conclusion of each chapter. Rather than seeking to find
essential definitions, this thesis considers the linguistic flexibility and politically flexible
applications of these terms as important characteristics that help explain how the
organisations studied have been able to survive and even thrive in changing political
contexts. These chapters therefore highlight shifts and disputes over the meanings and
values held in each of these terms over this period as an essential part of

understanding policy influence for organisations operating in these policy fields.

2.2 Widening participation

In England, uses of ‘widening participation’ as a term, whether in policy, practice or
academic contexts, generally relates to increasing either the volume or the proportions

of particular student groups participating in some form of higher education. In national
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policy, it has tended to suggest both an increase in the overall volume of students AND
diversification in terms of the demographic characteristics of those students (e.g. age,
social class, ethnicity etc.) or their mode of study (e.g. part-time, foundation degrees,
distance learning, modular and transferable study). Both ‘widening’ and ‘participation’
as terms in this context have tended to be flexible and often ambiguous in their
definitions, with the verb ‘widening’ having encompassed both expansion and
diversification of HE and ‘participation’ having meant both access to and ‘successful’
engagement with HE. This conceptual flexibility means that both the creation of new
models of HE and/or changing the proportions of particular social groups within an
institution have been considered different facets of national WP policy. The application
of the term ‘widening participation’ in policy has been criticised for its inconsistency,
ambiguity and encompassing sometimes conflicting agendas (e.g. Archer, 2007; Layer,
2005; Thomas, 2001), as is demonstrated in the following chapter. Of particular note
for this research is the tendency for particular facets of widening participation, such as
a focus on the point of access to HE, to dominate a popular understanding of the term
and the interests of media and politicians. As is noted later in this chapter, this applies
to the ‘fair access’ sub-strand of widening participation policy which concerns some of

the larger TSWPOs discussed in this thesis.

In national policy terms, widening participation (WP) is most often associated with the
1997 — 2010 New Labour Government (Burke, 2012; Greenbank, 2006). However, this
association can conceal the extent of cross-party consensus on the need to widen
participation, justified by economic and/or social justice arguments. Many of the
origins of widening participation work and policy in this period can be traced back to
the expansion and market-driven approaches of earlier governments and, since 2010,
widening participation has remained on the political agenda in a recognisable form,
outlasting many of the initiatives it was initially associated with. The first half of this
chapter examines how widening participation policy in England has developed over
time, including the changing economic, social and political arguments for it continuing
to be a focus of successive governments. It looks at the development of widening

participation policy and its enactment over five stages, from initial HE expansion to
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massification and regulation. The time frames indicated for each stage are not
intended to be definitive but mark notable shifts in approach or policy context. This
chapter also addresses two questions relevant to the organisations studied in this
thesis — that of responsibility for widening participation and a long-term view of WP

policymaking since 1997.

2.2.1 Expansion, massification and the market (1963-1997)

The 1963 report on ‘the long-term development’ (Robbins, 1963:1) of higher
education, led by Lord Robbins, marked an important stage in the history of English
higher education in ‘exploding the notion that only a tiny minority were capable of
benefitting from higher education’ (Barr & Glennerster, 2014: xviii). Although concern
with access to education in policy could alternatively be dated back to the 1944 and
1945 education acts, or even earlier, the report’s explicit statement that ‘it is highly
misleading to suppose that one can determine an upper limit to the number of people
who could benefit from higher education, given favourable circumstances’ (Robbins,
1963: 50) set expectations about rights of access to higher education and the potential
pool of participants that have endured in policy and been a significant aspect of the
report’s legacy (Layard, 2013). However, it is important to note that the report backed
the expansion of higher education not on the sole basis of a right to education but on
the basis of economic necessity, with the growth of a highly skilled workforce seen as a
contributing factor in national prosperity. These dual imperatives for expansion of
national economic prosperity and individual rights and benefits remained part of
arguments for expanding and then widening higher education, though with changing

emphasis on which should drive policy and funding.

Over the 1960s, the HE enrolment rate moved from 5% in 1960 to 14% by the end of
the decade (Davies, 1994), much of this within new polytechnics and colleges of higher
education, rather than the established university system. Acute financial pressures,
particularly following the 1973-5 recession, and a political climate in which

government was increasingly inclined to view higher education as the same as any
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other public service slowed growth and stabilised the HE participation rate (Shattock,
2012). The election of a Conservative Government in 1979 that favoured market
solutions as the most efficient way to allocate resources marked the start of major
changes to relations between the HE sector and government (Greenbank, 2006). HE
policy in the early 1980s focused on efficiency, declining student numbers and setting
expectations that expansion could only occur at a lower cost to government. By the
publication of the 1987 white paper ‘Higher Education: Meeting the Challenge’ support
for expansion of the HE sector was framed as an economic need in which HE should
‘take increasing account of the economic requirements of the country’ (DES, 1987:2) to

ensure its own survival.

A major expansion in student numbers and the age participation index between 1988-
1997 pushed English HE from an elite to a mass system in a decade (Bathmaker, 2003)
and far greater numbers of women, ethnic minority and older students entered higher
education during this period (NCIHE, 1997). However, as in the 1960s, much of the
expansion took place within polytechnics and colleges, not the university sector which
remained more socially exclusive in its student body (NCIHE, 1997). In an attempt to
rationalise the pricing of HE and to push universities to compete with the polytechnics
and FE colleges who were delivering the HE expansion deemed necessary in policy, the
1992 Further and Higher Education Act abolished the binary divide by enabling
polytechnics to gain university status. This opened up capacity for places, resulting in
major growth in the number of first degrees being awarded from 77,163 in 1990 to
243,246 in 2000. This move was heavily framed in economic terms, expecting the
development of a system driven by demand not only from suitably qualified students
but also the demands of the economy and the needs of government and employers.
The desired ‘cost effective expansion’ would be created by ‘greater competition for
funds and students’ (DES, 1991:12). Although ‘widening access’ was noted in plans to
give polytechnics university status, this was not considered in terms of challenging the
social composition of the existing universities but in terms of enabling expansion of
former polytechnics who would extend their ‘distinctive emphasis on vocational

studies and widening access’ (DES, 1991: 14).
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The abolition of the binary divide through the 1992 Further and Higher Education Act
also established a unitary funding body for higher education, the Higher Education
Funding Council for England (HEFCE), which would later become a key overseer of both
nationally and university-led initiatives until its demise and replacement in 2017. The
new and more direct relationship with government solidified by the act made HEFCE
less of a ‘buffer’ between the HE sector and government than its predecessors, casting
it instead in a broker role. Nonetheless, its management of the priorities set by
government played an important role in shaping widening participation policy and
policy enactment within universities for years to come. HEFCE’s mission statement
explicitly outlined a remit for the funding council around encouraging ‘diversity in the
provision of higher education, a widening of access and greater opportunities’ (Davies,
1994: 5). Diversity of provision was key here, as HEFCE now oversaw 81 universities
and 50 colleges, the majority not from the ‘old’ university sector, and it was charged

with preserving their institutional autonomy (Davies, 1994).

Although abolishing the binary divide brought polytechnics, ‘old” universities and
colleges together under a common banner of ‘university’ and a single funding council,
there was not an expectation that the mission of widening participation would look the
same for all parts of the newly created ‘sector’. Nor was widening participation the
preserve of only the university sector, with colleges of FE often providing higher
education through validation and partnership arrangements. For these different parts
of a higher education sector, there were different incentives for widening participation
and different definitions according to their context. Historically, widening participation
in the ‘old’ universities had comprised of part-time provision for adult learners, often
delivered through separate departments and representing only small numbers within
an institution (Layer, 2006). Polytechnics had brought a more vocational approach to
the provision of higher education, offering more part-time and flexible provision that
attracted more ‘non-traditional’ students. FE college provision was often rooted in

local demand, serving the needs of local employers and students. Initially, there was
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an expectation that these different ‘parts’ of the sector would meet the different
needs of widening participation through their different approaches. However, this did
little to challenge the composition of the pre-92 university sector and preserved a
hierarchical view of HE provision. It became common to talk about ‘pre’ and ‘post’
1992 institutions (with very little said about colleges of FE), with the job of widening

participation largely seen as the function of the ‘new’ parts of the combined sector.

Growth in HE provision over this period was often accompanied by significant political
disputes over source of funding and unit of resource. The initial expansion of HE in the
1960s was rapidly considered to be unsustainable due to the cost being covered by the
state (Shattock, 2012). Later phases of expansion pushed for both a reduction in the
cost of HE provision, with lower amounts of resource offered by the state to deliver
HE, and a shift beginning in the late 1980s away from a grant-based system to greater
financial responsibility on the individual student. The focus of a Conservative
government on efficiency and using market mechanisms did not address university
concerns about an ever-shrinking unit of resource. The abolition of the binary divide
also fuelled debate about the ‘value’ of degrees, with much of the expansion of HE still
being delivered by ‘new’ universities. In many ways the divide was still very much
present, including in terms of widening participation where the challenges and
solutions were seen very differently dependent on HE providers’ position in the wider
sector; widening participation in one area could be seen as a threat to another. The
pressure to reform HE funding and further determine state involvement in shaping the
emerging HE market led to the decision to commission Lord Dearing to examine the
issues in 1996. The subsequent Dearing report, published in 1997, was a major review
of the sector which included a close examination of widening participation that would

set the focus for future WP work.

2.2.2 WP as national concern (1997-2003)

Several researchers have identified 1997 as a pivotal moment in the development of

WP policy (e.g. Greenbank, 2006; Burke, 2012), with the election of a new Labour
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government promising ‘education will be our number one priority’ (Labour Party,
1997) and the publication of two major reports on further and higher education. The
first, published in June, was the Further Education Funding Council’s Committee on
Widening Participation, commonly known as the Kennedy report for its chair, Helena
Kennedy QC. The report was positive about the potential for widening participation
and called for recognition (and particularly financial recognition) of the role played by
further education in delivering on ‘lifelong learning’ — an idea central to many of
Labour’s commitments on education policy. The second was the report of the
Commission on Higher Education led by Lord Dearing, which similarly emphasised the
need to develop a ‘learning society’. Both reports emphasised the importance of
widening participation on both social justice and economic grounds, the need for
national coordination to achieve this and the active role that government and
education providers could play in tackling low progression rates. These reports more
closely defined the ‘problem’ of widening participation and made a case for a

coordinated state intervention as a solution.

Many of the recommendations of the Dearing report played a major role in shaping
the emerging widening participation agenda in the late 90s and early 2000s (Stevenson
et al., 2010). In particular, its emphasis on low progression rates from those in lower
socio-economic groups and the suggestions that the determinants of low participation
are ‘poor qualifications, low aspirations and poor decision making’ (Greenbank, 2006:
146) established aspiration, particularly in relation to social class, as a recurrent motif
for WP work over the next decade. The report’s suggestion that the solutions to under-
representation may lie in the inreach and outreach activities of individual universities
(NCIHE, 1997, 107-108) also helped to establish these activities as part of the mainstay
of widening participation work. However, the Labour Government did not accept all
aspects of the report, deviating significantly in their approach to HE funding, where
they introduced up-front tuition fees of £1000. These included a means tested element
to address concerns that the policy would deter poorer students but was still described
by some as entirely contradictory to new Labour’s aims of fairness and widening access

(Callender, 2002). Controversy about fees and their relation to the widening access
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agenda would become an ongoing challenge for the Labour Government and its
successors, playing an important role in shaping widening participation activity, some

of which would be seen as attempting to offset the impact of student fees.

Multiple approaches to widening participation emerged in the late 1990s, with
oversight of institutional and national WP activity now included as an official aspect of
HEFCE's remit. Both core and initiative-based funding was managed by HEFCE, who
from 1999 required all institutions to develop and submit widening participation
strategic plans. Many activities were based on existing practice and included activities
pre and post-HE entry. National activity with young people, particularly that designed
to encourage ‘aspirations’, was developed including the DfEE ‘Excellence in Cities’
programme and activities like summer schools, piloted by the Sutton Trust and the
University of Oxford in 1997. Funding and activity began to coalesce around the idea of
‘collaborative’ approaches, though there was still an expectation from HEFCE and
government that different institutions would likely take different approaches to
widening participation. The 1999 announcement of the government’s intention to
ensure that 50% of young adults go into some form of higher education (BBC News, 28
Sept 1999) provided a focusing of the widening participation agenda, with the
emphasis on young people and a clearer target focused on HE entry. The following four
years then saw the introduction of successive national collaborative and cross-
departmental initiatives working, at least in part, to meet this target, finally merging in
the form of ‘Aimhigher’, a nationally funded but locally coordinated widening

participation outreach programme.

Alongside the development of a fledgling widening participation project that saw roles
for both the state and universities and was concerned with the whole sector, another
strand emerged concerned primarily with England’s ‘top’ universities. This was not
new, as a concern with the social exclusiveness of some institutions had been of
interest to politicians and the media for some time, but this interest had not generally
transferred into government intervention or to policy. In May 2000, the Sutton Trust

published a report highlighting the low proportions of pupils from state school and
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‘less affluent social classes’ within 13 ‘top’ universities (as determined by an average of
newspaper league table rankings). The publication of the report coincided with the
political controversy of the Laura Spence affair, as the then Chancellor, Gordon Brown,
publicly criticised the decision of Magdalen College Oxford to not award the high
achieving state school pupil a place. The resulting row kept debate over institutional
autonomy, admissions processes and the concepts of ‘fairness’ and ‘equality’ in
relation to university access on the political and media agenda into the summer of
2000. After the re-election of a Labour Government in 2001 and a newly formed
‘Department for Education and Skills’, there was a notable addition to the

government’s goals on widening participation:

By 2010, increase participation in Higher Education towards 50% of

those aged 18-to-30. Also, to make significant progress year on year

towards fair access, and to bear down on rates of non-completion.

(DfES, 2001, own emphasis)
By the 2003 White Paper, ‘fair access’ replaced widening participation as the headline
phrase to sum up the government’s ambition to address ‘the social class gap in entry
to higher education’, though, as the follow up paper in April ‘Widening participation in
Higher Education’ demonstrated, this was not a shift away from existing work but a
change in terminology relevant to contemporary political concerns. The White paper
introduced controversial ‘top-up’ fees and consequently a focus on the point of entry,
fairness and measures to counterbalance the potential deterrent of additional costs to
the student were paramount to the political argument for their introduction. The use
of “fair access’ in both papers encompassed widening participation work, including that
of Aimhigher and additional funding for universities to recruit and support ‘non-
traditional’ students, whilst enabling the government to suggest that it would not
‘unfairly’ burden students or universities. However, as commentators at the time
pointed out (e.g. Bekhradnia, 2003) and the separate targets on widening participation
in the DfES strategy suggest (DfES, 2001), widening participation and fair access are not
wholly compatible agendas and can lead to contradictory strategies which do nothing

to challenge traditional divides (Harrison, 2011; Jones & Thomas, 2005).
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2.2.3 Aimhigher, fair access and student lifecycle (2004-2011)

The 2004 Higher Education Act brought in major changes for higher education and for
widening participation work. The introduction of higher fees from 2006-07 brought in
by the Act was intended to lead to differential pricing that would reflect ‘quality’ and
encourage institutions to respond to national economic and student needs. (McCaig,
2018). However, despite government warnings of a negative impact on student
recruitment, this aspect of market signalling failed to develop, as nearly all institutions
charged the full £3000 fee (Harrison, 2011). The introduction of fees did little to dent
the expansion of HE in general but also failed to achieve the regulated and planned
market environment that the government had anticipated would improve and support

sector growth.

In addition to ‘top-up fees’ the Higher Education Act also introduced an access
regulator in the form of the Office for Fair access (OFFA) and its head, the Director of
Fair Access, to whom institutions charging higher fees were required submit and have
approved an ‘access agreement’. Access agreements were initially expected to cover
‘the fee limits an institution intends to set and the measures it intends to take to
safeguard and maintain fair access’ (OFFA, 2004: 5), with a strong focus on universities
providing bursary support and delivering outreach activity (Clarke, 2004). OFFA’s remit,
although covering the whole sector, included specific instruction to focus on those
institutions ‘whose records suggest that they have furthest to go in securing a broadly-
based intake of students’ and that these institutions particularly might need to concern

themselves with ‘raising aspirations’ (Clarke, 2004: point 2.1).

The changing environment of fees and OFFA scrutiny on the access activities of ‘top’
universities brought about increasingly different approaches to widening participation
within the sector. Although the fee increase brought in by the 2004 Higher Education
Act did not lead to differentiation in fee pricing, a market of sorts began to emerge in
bursary provision and clear distinctions emerged between the type of widening

participation activity conducted by different types of universities (McCaig & Adnett,
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2009). Pre-1992 institutions, with small numbers of students from low-income
backgrounds, were in a position to offer generous financial support to potential non-
traditional students. Post-1992 universities focused instead on retention and
curriculum development, confident that they were meeting benchmarks for entry
rates of under-represented students and unable to offer a comparable financial
support offer across their whole population. Both invested in outreach, though the
activities of pre-1992s were geared towards encouraging or supporting students partly
on a track to HE to apply to a more selective institution than they might otherwise
have done (McCaig, 2010). Consequently, it fell to the post-1992 institutions to bring
more students into the system, not least to address losing potential students to the

encouragement of pre-1992 universities.

In addition to the widening participation efforts of individual HEls, there emerged a
national programme of WP activity, delivered through the ‘Aimhigher’ programme.
Aimhigher brought together strands of existing activity developed under the DfEE,
HEFCE and the LSC and ran from 2004-2011 under a regional model overseen by
HEFCE’s. Regional partnerships were guided to primarily work with young people 13-19
and to focus on aspiration and attainment, aligning the programme with the
government’s targets to ensure 50% young HE participation (HEFCE, 2004: 12).
Aimhigher partnerships delivered a range of widening participation outreach, including
mentoring, tutoring, summer schools, university visits and student ambassador
programmes. They also supported the development of progression agreements and
compact schemes, work-based learning, work placements and vocational progression
routes, sometimes working alongside the new ‘Lifelong Learning Networks’, funded

from 2004 to support vocational progression routes (McCaig et al, 2006).

Over its seven years of operation Aimhigher was celebrated for the creativity and
strength of its local partnerships and criticised for its inconsistent targeting and the
limited evidence of its success (Doyle & Griffin, 2012). The programme struggled to
reconcile the contradictions in new Labour policy, which wanted both to increase

participation through the creation of ‘meritocratic pathways’ that would meet the
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needs of the economy and to create an HE system that would support social justice
(McCaig & Bowers-Brown, 2007). The potentially separate priorities of fair access and
widening (or increasing) participation that were embedded from its inception, also
contributed to shifts in emphasis over the life of the programme, away from mature
learners and vocational routes to a focus on attainment and progression to particular
institutions (Waller, Harrison & Last, 2015). During the programme’s development, it
was subject to greater and more vocal demands to produce ‘evidence’ of its impact.
Although participation amongst Aimhigher target groups did increase over the course
of the programme (HEFCE, 2013) it was not possible to link this to such a varied
programme of activity and there were limited mechanisms in place to track
participants. Much of the impact claimed by Aimhigher was based on qualitative
research, small scale studies and short-term outcomes — not fitting the government’s
‘pragmatic, but possibly reductive preoccupation with “what works”’ (Doyle & Griffin,

2012: 77).

This period saw an increasing preoccupation in media and policy with the ‘fair access’
strand of widening participation, with this becoming tied to a growing focus on social
mobility. Although HEFCE during this period tended to treat ‘fair access’ as a subset of
widening participation, focusing instead on the whole sector and on collaborative
solutions, politicians and other influential bodies repeatedly raised concerns about the
composition of the student bodies at ‘top’ institutions. The Schwartz report on Fair
Admissions, in 2004, and the Sutton Trust’s 2005 report on intergenerational income
mobility both made an explicit link between access to ‘elite’ HE and diversity in ‘elite’
professions (Admissions to Higher Education Review, 2004; Blanden, Gregg & Machin,
2005). Two years later, prompted by Alan Milburn, later to become the first ‘social
mobility tsar’ under the Coalition Government, the first of many debates on social
mobility in the House of Commons took place. Although the debate covered welfare,
housing and labour market reforms, education and access to higher education also
featured as examples of where progress on social mobility had or could be made. As

with widening participation, although discussion of what qualified as ‘social mobility’
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was often diverse, there was also a preoccupation with access to the ‘top’ and

individual success, rather than on systemic and widespread change.

From 2009, social mobility and widening participation became more closely aligned in
policy with the publication of the New Opportunities. Fair Chances for the Future White
paper. This pointed to the role of higher education as a developer of human capital,
providing a route for bright but disadvantaged young people to gain access to more
lucrative employment and contribute to the economy. Students with the ‘most
potential’ (Cabinet Office, 2009: 63) and WP work targeting access to the most
selective universities featured heavily as examples. The paper established a panel on
‘fair access to the professions’, chaired by Alan Milburn. Reporting later in 2009, the
panel addressed a broad range of issues but framed its recommendations within the
‘notion of a State that empowers citizens to realise their own aspirations to progress’
(Panel on Fair Access to the Professions, 2009:9), explicitly stating that ‘in the end
social mobility relies on individual drive and ambition’ (2009:8). Despite the report
covering the roles of employers and training providers, as well as making
recommendations relevant to the whole university sector, a focus on universities and

individual success is prominent in the government’s response to the report.

‘we are asking Sir Martin Harris, the Director of Fair Access, to
consult Vice Chancellors and advise the Government by Spring 2010
on further action that could be taken to widen access to highly
selective universities for those from under privileged backgrounds —
and to ensure that measures for wider access are prioritised most
effectively and do not suffer in a time of greater fiscal constraints’
(DBIS, 2010: 31)

This preoccupation with certain institutions and their role in a social mobility agenda
would be picked up by the incoming Coalition Government in May 2010, who stated
that that they would judge the forthcoming review of higher education against ‘the

need to increase social mobility’ (Cabinet Office, 2010: 31).
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2.2.4 Social mobility and HE responsibility (2011-2017)

Early higher education policy under the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition
Government was dominated by issues of funding and framed within the context of a
programme of austerity prompted by the 2008 financial crisis. Funding for Aimhigher,
Connexions and lifelong learning networks were terminated in 2011 with limited
evidence of success and the greater responsibility now placed upon institutions to
deliver widening participation given as official reasons given for ending the Aimhigher
programme (Atherton, 2012). Responding to the 2010 Browne review of HE funding,
the government introduced maximum fees of £9000, again with the intention of
encouraging institutions to differentiate themselves on price. Again, nearly all
institutions charged the maximum fee and further attempts to develop a market based
on pricing through modified student number controls also failed to produce the

desired result (Bekhradnia, 8 May 2014).

Although government attempts to create a market based on fee pricing were not
successful, the shift towards the student as consumer, with funding following student
choices, was still significant for the development of a market and for widening
participation specifically. It also created a change in the role of HEFCE which, now no
longer able to steer the sector through its grants provision, increasingly took on the
role of ‘consumer champion’ (Milburn, 2012) and regulatory body. Institutions were
already competing over bursary provision and participating in different types of
widening participation activity according to their market position (McCaig & Adnett,
2009) but the removal of sector-wide activity and student number controls restricting
expansion and disincentivising contextual offers made this a more prominent feature
of work in the sector. The move towards a model of individual institutional
responsibility was further emphasised by plans for a stricter and better resourced

OFFA that would hold universities to account for WP institutional targets.

This period saw further emphasis placed on universities’ role in social mobility, with

the first report of the newly formed Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission
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focusing on HE. The 2012 report called for universities to do more ‘to widen
participation and make access fairer’, seeing these as complementary agendas,
intended to be tackled by different parts of the sector (Milburn, 2012:2). Although the
report considered the role of the whole sector and of government policy, it put
particular emphasis on ‘highly selective universities’ ‘as they more than other
institutions, provide pathways into many of the most powerful and lucrative roles in
society’ (Milburn, 2012:17). There was some resistance to this focus from the sector,
with OFFA and HEFCE producing a jointly written National Strategy for Access and

Student Success which stated that:

...much emphasis has been put on increasing access to the

professions as a prime mechanism for increased social mobility. This

has often been translated at the HE level to securing greater access

to more selective institutions for people from disadvantaged

backgrounds. But social mobility is broader and more fluid than this,

and the wider sector and students, as well as highly selective

universities, all contribute. (OFFA & HEFCE, 2014a:7)
Although organisations concerned with the whole sector attempted to maintain a
broader view of widening participation, public and political pressure was often focused
on the ‘top’ universities, with the issue of non-participation framed as a combination

of poor student choices and limited effective action by universities.

Recognising some of the contradictions in policies which judged universities by
individual performance but also expected them to act in support of a national
objective to widen participation across the sector, policy documents and public
debates increasingly emphasised the need for collaborative structures that could
‘maximise the impact and coverage of their [universities’] access work, reduce
duplication and recognise the contribution institutions make to widening access
beyond their own student intake’ (OFFA & HEFCE, 2014a: 10). In 2014, funding of
£22m over two years was allocated to create a ‘national outreach network’. The
resulting National Networks for Collaborative Outreach (NNCO) scheme funded 34
regional and four national networks from Dec 2014 to Dec 2016. The evaluation of the
scheme concluded that these aims were met but that the collaborative model faced
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many challenges, in part due to the power imbalances within networks and the
residual ‘inter-institution culture of competition’ (Stevenson, McCaig & Madriaga,

2017: 6).

There was emphasis placed on the importance of evidence and evaluation in widening
participation in this period. The 2011 social mobility strategy outlined that government
would be taking a ‘ruthlessly evidence-based’ approach (Cabinet Office, 2011:4),
highlighting the requirements of the economic climate to ‘do more with less’ and an
increasing focus on ‘evidence-based policy’ within education that had been developing
since the 1980s (Grek & Ozga, 2010). The lack of evidence for Aimhigher and widening
participation more broadly was widely criticised for several years (e.g. Gorard et al.,
2006; Doyle & Griffin 2012), leading to increased pressure and more detailed
expectations around evaluation from OFFA (OFFA, 2013). Access agreements,
alongside support from HEFCE and OFFA, were intended to create a greater focus on
monitoring and evaluation (Bowes, Thomas, Peck et al., 2013; Wardrop, Hutchins,
Collins et. al., 2016) but persistent issues with access to data, interpretations of
guidance and evaluation capacity resulted in inconsistent approaches (Bowes et al.,
2013). In 2016, the Social Mobility Advisory Group assembled by Universities UK, made
the proposal for a national evidence exchange, addressing a popular concern that not
enough is known about ‘what works’ in widening participation (Social Mobility

Advisory Group, 2016).

Although HE was not a major battleground for the 2015 general election, the newly
elected Conservative Government made an early commitment to widening
participation in July 2015 centred around doubling the proportion of disadvantaged
students in HE from a 2009 baseline. This was combined with commitments to
introduce a ‘teaching excellence framework’ (TEF) that would incentivise universities’
focus on teaching quality and a drive to ensure ‘value for money’. These formed the
basis of proposals for major changes to the regulation of HE and government
involvement, with market principles at the heart of mechanisms for change. Within

this new context, widening participation was addressed in three ways: firstly by the
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expectation that an emphasis on teaching quality as a distinguishing factor in student
choice might favour teaching-only providers who had attracted and supported greater
numbers of widening participation students through HE and could continue to do so;
secondly through the creation of the NCOP, targeted around ‘gaps’ in HE participation;
and finally through regulatory requirements of a new Office for Students (OfS). These
measures were intended to work towards more participation that would not be

achieved by ‘market forces alone’ (DfE, 2017:77).

2.2.5 Regulation and collaboration (2017-2021)

The 2017 Higher Education and Research Act (HERA) again advanced the gradual
movement towards a fully marketised HE sector, bringing in risk of failure and exit for
institutions (McCaig, 2018). It also was a significant increase in regulation, creating the
Office for Students to replace the functions of OFFA and HEFCE and regulate the sector
through conditions of registration. To address widening participation specifically, a role
of Director for Fair Access and Participation was created within the OfS and institutions
wishing to charge higher level fees were required to submit, have approved and be
operating with an ‘access and participation plan’. In the years since it began operation
in January 2018, the OfS has developed its strategy on widening participation, focusing
on identifying and regulating provider progress on addressing ‘gaps’ in access and
participation (OfS, 2018). Changes from previous approaches to regulating widening
participation include: setting national targets on access and participation; a move to
five year access and participation plans; greater emphasis on provider self-assessment
and use of data; the publication of a national access and participation dataset; and the
imposition of ‘specific conditions’ for individual providers. In comparison with OFFA,
which was sometimes referred to as a ‘toothless’ authority (Harrison, 2011), the OfS
has used its position to impose specific requirements on institutions in areas where

they want to see greater progress or feel institutional analysis has been insufficient.

The OfS have taken an approach to access and participation regulation that involves

extensive use and monitoring of data to assess performance. This includes use of
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targets, both at national and provider level, as part of regulation, encouraging
providers to set targets which align with the OfS’ key performance measures or a set of
accepted metrics. They have also put significant emphasis on the importance of
‘evidence’ for guiding the approaches of individual providers and collaborative
partnerships. In 2019, in response to the recommendation of the UUK social mobility
advisory group, OfS funded an ‘Evidence and Impact Exchange’. Later established as a
charity and affiliate ‘what works centre’, expected to be self-funding from 2023,
Transforming Access and Student Outcomes in Higher Education (TASO) works towards
the OfS aim of ‘eliminating equality gaps’ through the ‘generation, synthesis and
dissemination of high-quality evidence about effective practice in widening
participation and student outcomes’ (TASO, 2021). This focus on targets led to a
perceived increase in the scale of ambition for widening participation within
institutions but also raised concerns about narrow parameters of success that can

encourage competition between institutions and a focus on ‘quick wins’ (Nous, 2021).

Alongside the OfS’ regulation of access and participation in individual universities, it
has overseen the development of the national collaborative outreach programme
(NCOP), rebranded as ‘Uni Connect’ from 2019. Launched in January 2017 under
HEFCE and transferred to the OfS in 2018, the first phase of NCOP involved 29 funded
partnerships delivering outreach activity to pupils in years 9-13. The programme was
successful in reaching pupils and geographical areas specified by area-based targeting
measures but faced challenges in making a distinctive offer to schools and colleges and
in rapidly developing both delivery and evaluation capacity (CFE, 2019). The
programme has continued with funding extended, albeit provisionally, to 2025.
However, it has been required to adapt to changing policy contexts, now being tasked
with also working with adults and delivering with lower levels of funding as emphasis

has again been placed on institutional responsibility and on lifelong learning models.

At the time of writing (February 2022), elements of HE policy are still pending
government decisions on the future of HE funding. A full response to the 2019 Augar

report on post-18 education and funding was repeatedly delayed, first by the financial
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implications of Brexit and then the Covid-19 pandemic. The final response from
government in February 2022 has led to a freeze in fees and an extension of the
repayment period for graduates. Consideration of post qualification admissions has
also been dropped. In addition, consultations on measures including a new cap on
student numbers, minimum eligibility requirements for HE access and funding,
reducing fees for foundation years, a national scholarship scheme and development of
a lifelong learning entitlement. Many of the measures have been condemned by
groups working in access and participation, including several of the TSWPOs
mentioned in this thesis (e.g. NEON, 25 Feb 2022; Johnny Rich, 24 Feb 2022).
Reductions in funding, the imposition of minimum entry requirements, caps on
student numbers or expectations around HE provision could have a significant impact
on how HEPs approach and deliver widening participation. In November 2021, a new
Director for Fair Access and Participation, John Blake, was appointed, and new
guidance on access and participation issued by the Department for Education.
Although full guidance from OfS to HEPs is still pending, the guidance from the DfE
signals that a ‘refocusing’ is needed. It suggests that a greater focus by HEPs on ‘prior
attainment in schools’ is needed, and that the OfS should focus on an ‘enhanced
regulatory regime’ to address ‘concerns that too many students are currently recruited
to low quality courses with low completion rates and poor graduate outcomes’
(zahawi, 23 November 2021). This focus on ‘low quality courses’ is also reflected in an
OfS consultation on ‘student outcomes and teaching excellence’ published in January
2022, which sets out proposed metrics to assess HEP performance (OfS, 2022).
Although WP has increasingly moved towards a student lifecycle model in which
success and progression outcomes are monitored alongside access targets, this may
mark an important shift for WP work in some institutions which has often sat within

external facing teams within HEPs, such as recruitment and admissions.

Interviews for this PhD were conducted between May 2019 and June 2020, which was
a time of significant upheaval for those working in widening participation. Interviewees
noted concerns about meeting new regulatory requirements for universities, a

potential changing landscape in post-18 funding and a government seemingly
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increasingly hostile to universities and to widening participation. A broader tense
political climate concerned with Brexit, leading to the calling of a snap election in
December 2019, and turnover in the position of Minister of State for Universities also
added further uncertainty to the position and funding of widening participation work.
The first half of 2019 saw a raft of publications around access and participation from
the OfS, including confirmation of the evidence and impact exchange (later TASO),
publication of access and participation datasets, deadlines for the first five-year access
and participation plans and guidance for phase 2 of the NCOP programme. As a
consequence, interviewees, and particularly those within TSWPOs, were adapting to a
rapidly changing landscape for funding and uncertainty about OfS would exercise its
regulatory powers. There were also concerns about the appetite and support for
widening participation work in a context where government priorities appeared to be
focused elsewhere. The questions of TSWPO policy influence addressed by this PhD,
although framed over a longer period, therefore has to be placed in a context of some
policy uncertainty at the time of interviewee’s reflections. For some, the contemporary
policy environment was seen as threatening to the continued survival of their
organisation’s work. For others, there was an element of disengagement from policy
that was still in the process of development and from a government that was seen as

unresponsive to issues of HE participation.

2.3 Who widens participation?

One of the developments in widening participation policy, particularly since 1997, are
shifts in emphasis of responsibility for widening participation and a balancing act of
responsible and involved parties. As the HE market has developed in England, widening
participation policy has increasingly framed WP work as the responsibility of individual
institutions concerned with their own customers, with government as regulator.
However, there has also been recognition of the limitations and disincentives within an
HE market that can work against addressing inequalities at a national level (OfS, 2018)
and of earlier causes of educational inequalities (HEFCE, 1996), shifting responsibility

away from individual institutions towards government and schools. In addition to
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those with direct responsibility, policies have also articulated suitable supporters and
partners for widening participation work in the form of employers, schools, colleges,
local authorities, training providers and third sector organisations. These too have
shifted over time, as organisations have become more or less influential and as policy
priorities have changed. Identifying some of these shifts in who widens participation
provides the context for understanding how organisations outside of those directly
responsible (e.g. through regulatory or legal requirements or through contractual

relations) have come to be important parts of the WP landscape.

The Dearing report was significant in specifically articulating that both government and
universities had a role to play in encouraging participation in HE. Prior to this point,
HEFCE had taken the position that although universities could play some role in
widening participation ‘the question of increasing the participation of students from
social groups Il to V [those from families in non-professional occupations, noted as
underrepresented in HE] may not be one which the HE sector can address because it
requires action at an earlier stage of the educational process.” (HEFCE, 1996). Following
the report, widening participation more clearly became part of HEFCE’s remit and, by
extension, became the responsibility of the institutions to which it awarded funding.
However, although individual institutions were expected to articulate an approach to
widening participation in line with HEFCE and government guidance, HEFCE and
national policy documents suggested that these approaches would be diverse and in
line with institutional priorities. It was also expected that collaboration would play an
important part in many initiatives, particularly those funded by government, such as
the Aimhigher programme. Early guidance for Aimhigher suggested that area steering
groups should include: Further education; Higher education; Schools; Work-based
learning providers; and Local Education Authorities. Additionally, stakeholders were
expected to include ‘schools, further education colleges, work-based learning
providers, higher education institutions, local education authorities, voluntary
organisations and Connexions partnerships’ (HEFCE, 2004:3). Although institutions
were responsible for WP, this was often as part of a collective effort and there was

emphasis on both individual and national widening participation outcomes.
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This emphasis on diverse and collective approaches began to shift between 2004-2010
under the direction of the newly created OFFA. Greater scrutiny on outcomes of
activity and evaluation became part of access agreement monitoring, making the steps
taken by institutions themselves more important as they sought to demonstrate the
value of their contribution. Working in partnership, although still framed as desirable
in OFFA guidance, was more challenging for institutions wanting to demonstrate
impact on their own student intake. OFFA’s role was given more prominence in policy
following the introduction of higher fees and the removal of Aimhigher funding,
developing its own targets and more detailed expectations of institutions’ access
agreements. The regulator took a more active role in shaping institutional approaches,
setting expectations around evaluation, collaboration and targeting, and emphasising

threats to funding and reputation should institutions fail to comply.

From 2010, although the focus of HE policy was on the actions of institutions and the
regulator, the increasingly alignment of HE entry and success with social mobility
meant that there was interest in collaboration and from other bodies within or
associated with government. The newly founded Child Poverty and Social Mobility
Commission and the Cabinet Office both took an active interest in the business of
universities, commissioning reports and proposing initiatives to address access and
participation. The alignment with social mobility and a ‘lifecycle’ approach to WP also
meant that connections between universities and other organisations, particularly
employers and schools, were being proposed and encouraged, in part to replace some
of the connections lost with the end of Aimhigher funding. In 2014 OFFA updated its
definition of collaboration in its guidance to universities to include ‘further education
colleges (FECs), other HE providers, employers, third sector organisations, schools,
colleges, training providers, local authorities and so on.” (OFFA, 2014: section 32) and
put renewed emphasis on ‘collaborative targets’. This partly reflected practice already
taking place within the sector, as the activities of third sector organisations and
businesses, in collaboration with universities, featured strongly in the reports of the
Panel on Fair Access to the Professions (2009), the report by Sir Martin Harris, Director

of OFFA, on access to highly selection universities (2010), the Child Poverty and Social
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Mobility Commission report on universities (2012), OFFA & HEFCE’s National Strategy
on Access and Student Success (2014) and the UUK Social Mobility Advisory Committee
(2016).

Despite the seeming growing prominence of non-HEls and particularly TSOs in policy
documents during this period, it is important to note that these developments are
framed in three ways: firstly in terms of a broader agenda around social mobility, in
which universities are necessarily only part of the picture; secondly, in terms of a
growing interest in student outcomes, in which employers and professional bodies
become an important reference point; and thirdly, references to non-HEls delivering
WP objectives are suggested as individual examples of best practice intended to guide
HEls, not as whole system approaches or alternatives. These references to other
organisations/interested parties within policy documents also sit within a wider
framework of policies that move towards greater regulation of HEI activity and a
stricter role for a regulatory body overseeing this activity; individual institutions and
the regulator that oversees their work are still those responsible, even if not delivering
directly themselves. Particularly for private and third sector delivery organisations,

their role in partnerships is framed as contractors, rather than as leading members.

The current emphasis in WP policy is on the responsibility of individual institutions,
guided by the strong regulation of the OfS. However, it is also commonplace for
interested and relevant parties to be consulted on policy changes and to be considered
valuable partners. This is particularly the case for third sector organisations, who are
referenced frequently as experts in WP and invited by OfS to engage with policy and
WP activity delivery. Policy documents and statements by the OfS also often reference
the large number of delivery providers, third sector and private, who are carrying out
WP activity, including outreach, student support and evaluation, on behalf of
institutions. These organisations, though not deemed responsible for policy outcomes,
are an acknowledged part of the system that delivers it. In a slight shift from OFFA’s list
of possible collaborators, the OfS guidance to institutions on access and participation

plans also suggests that ‘students’ and student representative bodies should be
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consulted and engaged as partners in access and participation work. This may reflect
the increased framing of customers as ‘consumers’ and the alignment of policy with
metrics of student opinion like the National Student Survey, though it also follows a

long-held expectation that students will be consulted in access agreements.

2.4 What does it mean to talk about WP policy?

Widening participation, though largely a concern within HE policy and governed by the
regulatory structures associated with it, is not confined to a single government
department or policy goal. In being closely associated with social mobility and
economic prosperity, it has attracted attention from multiple parts of government
including departments for education, for employment and from the Cabinet Office. As
a consequence, although it is possible to talk about widening participation as a sub-
strand of HE policy, it has been open to political intervention from other policy areas.
In some cases, these connections between policy areas have been invited to support
consistent responses to an issue which is cross-cutting in its problems and solutions, in
other cases, these efforts have not joined up with the direction of policy being taken
by leading bodies like HEFCE or OFFA. The involvement of multiple ministers,
departments and independent bodies, has led to several challenges in enacting WP
policy. These include a narrow focus, with many ministers engaged only in the fair
access strand of WP, different measures of disadvantage or of social mobility being
applied and understood within different areas of policy. In some cases, these different
understandings and metrics can work against each other, creating a challenging
environment for those working in WP who may be attempting to reconcile the
interests of schools, HEPs and employers, whilst working towards their own
understanding of what constitutes successful widening participation. These multiple
understandings of widening participation and what WP work should be achieving
within different areas of policy is relevant to this thesis because, particularly for
TSWPOs do not have the parameters of HE policy very clearly regulating their activity,
being actively involved in WP policy does not necessarily equate to being actively

involved in HE policy beyond this. The WP policies of the Social Mobility Commission,
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the Cabinet Office or the DfE, and of individual employers and education providers,
can be as significant to TSWPOs in achieving their mission as national policy affecting

HEPs.

2.5 Defining widening participation

As indicated at the start of this chapter, this thesis takes a broad definition of the term
‘widening participation’, encompassing the multiple and changing definitions of what
qualifies as widening participation in policy and practice contexts. For the purposes of
this thesis, all policy and work that has been termed widening participation/widening
access or works towards a goal of broadening who participates and benefits from
higher education, is considered part of ‘widening participation’ as an area of policy and
practice. This includes work that could also fall under policy areas of social mobility,
equality, diversity and inclusion. However, it is important to note that there are
contradictions within this all-encompassing definition. There are different and
competing discourses of widening participation within policy which point to different
problems and different solutions in widening participation. Jones and Thomas (2005),
and similarly Gorard et al. (2006), identify three different discourses ‘academic’ (or in
Gorard’s definition, ‘Access’), ‘utilitarian’ and ‘transformative’, each of which have
been drawn upon by policy makers and by practitioners. The ‘academic’ discourse
seeks to attract ‘gifted and talented’ young people to higher education, identifying lack
of aspiration, motivation and information as ‘barriers’ to their participation. This
strand of discourse encompasses assumptions about the deficit of young people,
families and communities and leaves the structure of the HE system and its
judgements of merit largely untouched. The ‘utilitarian’ perspective takes a more
structural focus in arguing that HE (and by extension, learners) should be responsive to
the ‘needs’ of the economy. This suggests that forms of HE and curriculum should
change but, in practice, often still constructs learners as deficient and in need of
remedial interventions. The lesser used ‘transformative’ discourse, which has its roots
in adult education and lifelong learning, suggests wide-ranging structural change is

needed that is responsive to and informed by under-represented groups. In practice,
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national policy tends to draw heavily on the first two discourses, with the
transformative discourse applied more in academic contexts and in relation to
curriculum and institutional cultures. These multiple discourses are important to note
here as, although one might be used in the development of a policy, those enacting it
may be drawing on others in how they understand and frame their work. This fluidity
of widening participation as a term and its ability to encompass multiple
understandings has implications also for understanding influence on widening
participation — what might be considered a shift in discourse or policy emphasis by one
organisation or individual can be seen as consistent with previous policy or discourse

by another.

It is also worth noting that many definitions of widening participation focus on it as a
practice, not as a concept, and so widening participation can be shorthand for
particular practices such as outreach activities, mentoring or academic support. This
understanding of widening participation as doing is important for third sector
organisations whose activities in themselves might be described as widening
participation activities but, depending on who they are targeted at and how they are
delivered, can actually be working towards very different understandings of widening
participation. When considering the impact of TSWPOs on widening participation
policy and practice therefore, sometimes this is at an institutional or even sector-wide
level, such as the adoption of mentoring as a major activity in WP outreach, but does

not necessarily lead to national-level policy change.

2.6 Summary

This chapter outlined how widening participation policy has developed over several
decades and its close ties to other areas of policy, particularly economic and social
mobility policies. It identified some of the tensions within WP policy, such as those
between collaboration and competition and between institutional and collective
responsibilities. | have also highlighted how these tensions and changes in WP policy

over time present some challenges to considering the question of influence on policy,
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with WP policy often being incremental and repetitive, rather than a linear response to
a clearly defined issue. In outlining how governments have framed and approached the
issues of widening participation, this chapter provides the basis for understanding how
emerging widening participation organisations since 1997 relate to policy. Third sector
organisations have been part of widening participation work throughout this period
but shifts between institutional responsibilities and collaborative outreach have
presented different threats and opportunities to their work. They have increasingly
been supported, at least symbolically, by policy makers, but although enactors of WP
policies, they are rarely indicated in policy documents as responsible or accountable
for the outcomes of these. The scope of their influence appears to be as interested

parties and deliverers, rather than as necessary components of policy delivery.

The following chapter presents a similar account of third sector policy over the same
time period, again providing the context for understanding the emergence and
position of TSWPOs in relation to policy. It also examines the emergence of third sector
organisations within education more broadly and how they have sought to influence
education policy. The outlines presented in both of these chapters will then be brought
together in chapter four, which will look at the emergence of the specific organisations
that are the focus of this thesis and the circumstances that have shaped their

emergence, development and understanding of their social missions.
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Chapter three: The third sector policy context

3.1 Introduction

The previous chapter outlined the development of widening participation as an area of
policy and practice, with an emphasis on those areas in which TSWPOs have been most
involved. This chapter looks specifically at the notion of the ‘third sector’ and how this
has been ‘made up’ within policy and particularly within education policy. The policy
and conceptual developments of the third sector described here provide the context
for understanding how particular types of organisations have come to have certain
roles and expectations defined for them within policy and by policy makers. Taken
together with the previous chapter, it provides the basis for understanding the
emergence and policy engagement of third sector organisations within widening
participation, which will be explored in more depth in chapter four. As noted in the
previous chapter, definitions of the third sector are often fluid, changing over time and
according to context and hence this chapter first explores how it has been
conceptualised in policy before turning to examine the purpose and consequences of

these different definitions for practice and policy engagement.

This thesis uses the terminology of ‘third sector’ particularly, rather than associated
terms such as voluntary action or civil society, because the political idea of the ‘third
sector’ and the policy responses to such a sector form an important part of the context
of many organisations covered by this research. Just over a third of organisations
identified within this research were founded during the ‘enabling environment’ of new
Labour third sector policy. A further half of those founded after 2011 have close
connections to organisations founded within this period, including receiving start-up
funding or sharing staff with these pre-existing TSOs. Although not ‘current’
terminology in the UK, nor a term that organisations will necessarily identify with, it
best represents the policy environment and concepts of the sector that were present
when the TSOs this thesis is concerned with emerged. It is reflective of a particular

period of policymaking in England where alternatives to the more conceptually
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established public and private sectors were being explored and encouraged through
investment and policy change. The rise of the prominence of the ‘third sector’ also
coincides with the rise of ‘widening participation” as terminology for a particular policy
problem. Even though both terms have fallen out of use within policy, they are both
broad and inclusive definitions of what they intend to describe, widely recognisable

beyond the time period and context in which they came to prominence.

This chapter follows the structure of the previous chapter in first examining the
development of the third sector as a focus of policy and then exploring questions
relevant to the topic of this thesis specifically. It sets out how the third sector has been
addressed within policy over three stages before examining the particular forms of
third sector organisation that are most relevant to TSWPOs — social enterprises and
‘hybrid’ organisations. The chapter then examines the involvement of the third sector
in education policy, taking a global view to explore how researchers have examined
the phenomenon of non-state actors in education policy in different contexts. These
studies have particular relevance for the study of TSWPOs, touching on some of the
same organisations, individuals and networks. Finally, the chapter concludes by
outlining how the perspectives on the third sector explored in this chapter have
relevance to their emergence and engagement with WP policy and by detailing how

the concept of the third sector is applied within this thesis.

3.2 Emergence of a ‘third sector’

The notion of a third sector presupposes both the existence of a coherent grouping
that could be considered a ‘sector’ and the existence of clearly definable and separate
first and second sectors, usually taken to be public and private. In fact, both of these
suppositions are often refuted by academic definitions and by those deemed to be
part of such a sector. It is not the purpose of this thesis to identify that such a sector
exists or to test how its many definitions apply to the organisations studied here.
Instead, this chapter aims to present how understandings of the sector have changed

over time, particularly in policy, and to show how these changes contribute to how
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TSWPOs identify, shape and perform their roles in WP policy and practice. Most
attempts to define the sector acknowledge the difficulty of capturing all facets of a
continually changing sector and the contextual embeddedness of any definition.
Nonetheless, definitions of the sector are important, in part, because of the political
arguments that they have been used to justify. This chapter takes a ‘sedimentary’
approach to understanding the sector (Alcock and Kendall, 2011), exploring the various
values and forms of action that have contributed over time to making up what came to
be known as the third sector and has now moved on to other definitions. It pays
particular focus to definitions and the ‘making up’ of the third sector within policy,
which provides some of the frameworks for the emergence of the organisations
studied within this thesis. By examining in detail the ‘particular constellation of
political and cultural forces’ (Alcock & Kendall, 2011: 455) in which the ‘third sector’
has emerged in the UK, it is possible to better understand how the organisations

studied within this thesis relate to one another, to government and to policy.

This account begins in the later 20th Century to capture developments in policy most
relevant to the organisations being studied. However, it is important to note that
voluntary organisations and voluntary action has a far longer history and that, in the
UK, the formalisation of relationships between these forms of action and the state are
closely tied to the development and role of the welfare state. As the principle of
universal social insurance and welfare, emerging from the 1942 Beveridge Report,
positioned the state as the central provider of welfare, many voluntary organisations
repositioned as an extension to this provision. Over successive governments, and
particularly Conservative governments in the 1980s, the idea of a voluntary ‘sector’,
able to complement and supplement the work of the state, slowly emerged amongst
policymakers and from organisations and individuals positioning themselves as
representing the ‘sector’s’ interests (6 & Leat, 1997). This notion of a ‘sector’ was not a
cohesive one however, nor was it widely recognised in policy, where there remained a
focus on the ‘public’ and ‘private’ sectors into the 1990s (Kendall, 2000). Interest in
voluntary organisations was also largely focused around supporting voluntary action or

in developing capacity for some organisations to function in a broader market-based
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approach to providing public services. As such, consideration of a ‘voluntary sector’
was as a fringe to mainstream policy making. It was a change in government in 1997,
from Conservative to new Labour, that significantly developed this notion of a sector
and particularly a ‘third’ sector, framed as an alternative or partner to public and

private sector provision.

3.2.1 The third sector and the third way (1997-2010)

The concept of the ‘third sector’ evolved rapidly under new Labour, in part informed
by Third Way politics (Somers, 2013). Third way political philosophy rose to political
prominence as part of new Labour, which sought to find and communicate a more
centrist position that did not solely rely on a concept of either an enlarged or minimal
state. Adoption of a third way was intended to serve as a break from public service
provision that relied on the state (as under previous Labour governments) or on the
market (as under Thatcherism), though its focus on blending private and public
provision was not a new concept or practice in government (Alcock, 2010). Third way
thinking called for a greater role for ‘civil society’ and ‘the mobilization of citizens and
communities’ (Giddens, 2000: 4) to deliver economic growth and social benefits. Early
references to a possible third sector under new Labour tended to use the terminology
of the ‘voluntary and community’ sector but there was a steady move towards
identifying this as ‘the nation’s ‘third sector’, working alongside the state and the
market’ (Home Office, 1998:9). The adoption of the terminology of the third sector
was not only about acknowledging the role of what had previously been called the
‘voluntary sector’ but also a promotion of alternatives to the public and private sectors
that were seen to be the preference of the left and right respectively. It was intended
as a broad and inclusive definition that would capture the ‘diversity of the sector’
without the ‘unwieldy’ alternatives of ‘charity sector’ or ‘voluntary and community

sector’ (NAQ, 2006).

In theory and in policy, the relationship between the state and a third sector under

new Labour was envisioned as a partnership, with the role of new Labour to
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‘strengthen the range and quality of such partnerships’ (Blair, 1998:14). This was
formalised with the national Compact, developed in 1998 to provide a framework for
relations between central government and third sector organisations. Similar compacts
followed in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. The national Compact set out a
partnership relationship between government and the voluntary sector, with
commitments on both sides. This was accompanied by restructuring of government
engagement with the sector, with new formal interfaces through government
departments and the creation of the Office of the Third Sector in 2006, and by financial
investment. Over this period, a range of initiatives developed that sought to provide
both horizontal (across the sector) and vertical (within specific policy fields or

government departments) support for third sector organisations (TSOs).

In the early 2000s there was a rapid increase in the profile of third sector activity
within government departments and in investment. A review led by the Treasury in
2002 and reviewed in 2004 and 2005 looked at the role of the voluntary sector in
public service delivery, leading to large scale investment that would last in various

forms until 2011. Funding focused heavily on initiatives to build capacity, particularly in

relation to the ability to bid for public service contracts and ‘modernisation’ of

leadership, governance and performance management in TSOs. (HM Treasury, 2002).
These initiatives covered and supported a wide range of organisational forms, with a
focus more on organisations than on voluntary action. There was a particular interest
and a strong lobby within government for social enterprise, with specific support
provided by the creation of the Social Enterprise Unit (SEU) within the DTl in 2001
(Alcock, 2010). This interest in organisations and particular organisational forms was
also reflected in the legislative changes of this period, including the 2006 Charities Act
and the creation of new forms of organisation, the Charitable Incorporated
Organisation (ClO) and the Community Interest Company (CIC). The development of
CICs was significant as it created a new legal and organisational form for social
enterprises, one that is explicitly ‘hybrid’ in combining accountability associated with

financial performance with assurance of social benefit. Unlike pre-existing forms of
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social enterprise, CICs have no requirement for democratic control or ownership
(Teasdale, 2012). This particular interest in social enterprise is discussed further later in
this chapter (2.3.7), as many TSWPOs identify particularly with being social enterprises,

regardless of legal form.

The significant enthusiasm and support for the third sector within government during
this period encompassed many, sometimes inconsistent, definitions of what the ‘third
sector’ was and could be. These varying discourses about the sector across
government departments were rarely contradictory but represented different aspects
of the sector, with strengths combined to represent the whole sector, rather than
recognising the tensions between, for example, a market orientation and a social
purpose. In 2008, David Blunkett authored a paper on the Third Sector for the Fabian
Society that emphasised the roots of the UK Third Sector in cooperative and mutual
models and its ability to ‘provide a voice for underrepresented groups’ and create
‘strong, active and connected communities’ (Blunkett, 2008: 4). However, the
commitment to volunteering and to democratic governance was less evident in social
enterprise or public services strategy, which tended to focus on innovation and
economic renewal. Although attempts were made within government to bring a
greater cohesiveness to third sector policy initiatives, for example by bringing them
together under the umbrella of the Office for the Third Sector, this did not resolve
tensions between the diverse parts of the sector. Instead, this highlighted the different
discourses in operation across government and threatened a bifurcation of
relationships with the sector, splitting those larger and more well-resourced
organisations engaged with public service delivery from the smaller and sometimes

more politically disruptive organisations focused on civic renewal.

Despite enthusiasm from government and the continued emphasis on a ‘partnership’
with the sector in policy, relationships between government and the diverse
organisations and forms of action that made up the sector were not straightforward.
The closer relationship promised with government raised concerns for some about

reliance on government funding and its implications for the independence of the
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sector, particularly in its advocacy work (Alcock, 2016). Policy also tended to favour
larger organisations capable of successfully bidding for funding, adding to a growing
discontent that the Compact had not fulfilled its promise for working with the whole
sector. Dissatisfaction with the implementation of the Compact led to it being
refreshed in 2009, with an independent agency, the Compact Commission, established
in 2007 to support implementation of the compact. This was an acknowledgement of
concerns but did not wholly address some of the major issues around the complexity
of relationships between government and the sector (Zimmeck, 2010). This, combined
with the presence of multiple discourses about the sector from within government,
made for a fragile partnership. The 2008 financial crash was a major challenge to this
partnership and, although there was willingness on both sides to maintain
commitment, reductions in funding threatened the security of the sector and its unity.
This fragility of relations was then further challenged under a new government with its

focus on austerity and a re-framing of the role of the state and the third sector.

3.2.2 Civil society and austerity (2010-2017)

The 2010 general election saw a higher profile for the third sector across political
parties than in previous election campaigns. Under new Labour, several representative
bodies for the sector had emerged and, alongside smaller organisations with
charismatic leaders and grant making organisations, these were able to engage with
lobbying and campaigning on behalf of the sector. All three major party manifestos
referred to the sector, though to different degrees and in different ways, and all made
positive references to social enterprise (Parry, Alcock & Kendall, 2010). Although
broadly similar to Labour and the Liberal Democrats, the Conservative manifesto’s use
of language and framing of the third sector cast it in a slightly different role, under the
banner of their ‘Big Society’ agenda. Instead of referring to the ‘third sector’, they used
terms such as ‘civil society’ and ‘community sector’ to position sector organisations as
a localised alternative to ‘big government’ and ‘broken society’. This ‘Big Society’
concept was carried forward under the 2010-2015 Coalition Government,

demonstrating some of the consensus and overlap between the Liberal Democrat
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vision for more empowered citizenship and the Conservative desire for encouraging

social responsibility.

The notion of ‘Big Society’ was a shift in the relationship between a third sector and
the state, framed by the Conservative Party as an alternative to the ‘big government’
of new Labour. As such an alternative, it requires a reduction of the state, meaning
that Labour’s partnership model which blurs the lines between the public and private
sectors was not sustainable. Instead, there are underlying assumptions that separation
and support for an independent site of social action is more appropriate for building a
‘Big Society’. Despite initial enthusiasm from government, over time the ‘Big Society’
concept became problematic, as it failed to gain traction either within government or
with the general public as it was met with a mix of confusion, criticism and seeming
indifference. Many of the initiatives taken forward under the Big Society banner had
been commitments of the previous government, such as commissioning of third sector
organisations to deliver public services, and the major differences were significant cuts
in public services as part of the plan to reduce the public expenditure deficit.
Consequently, the ‘Big Society’ was sometimes seen as convenient political rhetoric to
obscure cuts to public funding and put the burden of social responsibility on

individuals and voluntary organisations (Alcock, 2012).

Although viewed with suspicion by many in the sector, the Big Society was not wholly
seen as a negative development (Macmillan, 2013). Some welcomed the change in
terminology, particularly in favour of ‘civil society’ which suggested a greater level of
civic engagement and a potential shift in social relations and public action (Alcock,
2012). There were also opportunities under this new and broad terminology for third
sector organisations to articulate and campaign for their own agendas or to identify
within it opportunities to advance their interests in civic engagement and
independence from the state (Macmillan, 2013). However, the removal of many
funding streams for the sector, the removal of many of the seats from the decision-
making tables and the lack of visible and public support for the sector from

government meant that these opportunities did not outweigh the overall negative
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orientation of the sector to Big Society rhetoric. Over time, reference to the ‘Big
Society’ was quietly dropped, having failed to either capture the imagination of the
public or, in the context of funding cuts, to deliver on the creation of a more active and

engaged local civil society.

This period was marked by an important shift in the position of a third sector vis a vis
the state. Although still considered an important part of the delivery of public services,
the expectation was increasingly that funding for the sector would come, not from
government, but from society (Nicholls and Teasdale, 2019). Austerity measures
reduced funding for infrastructure and new funding models were often based around
social impact investment, with the creation of initiatives like Big Society Capital to
attempt to encourage private investors to invest in charities and social enterprises.
This focus on social impact investment was accompanied by a growth in charities also
investing in impact measurement, partly to meet the demands of potential funders
and a growing focus from government on economic measures of impact (Morley,

2016).

Austerity and approaches to welfare over this period had a significant impact on the
third sector, with a combination of increased demand for services and major spending
cuts creating political and financial challenges for organisations. Changes to welfare
reflected a shift away from addressing the structural causes of poverty to a focus on
notions of individual responsibility, with reduced benefits and increases in the use of
sanctions (Brewis et al., 2021). At the same time, restructuring of the welfare state
opened public services to the involvement of private for-profit and not-for-profit
agencies. This was a supposedly increased role for the third sector, albeit as substitute
rather than partner to the state, but there is little evidence of significant increase of
welfare provision by voluntary agencies during this period (Bochel and Powell, 2016)
and cuts to horizontal support for the sector created a challenging funding
environment. The effects of austerity also created a political challenge for third sector
organisations, as speaking out against the effects of austerity was increasingly

interpreted by government as being too political. Opportunities to do so were
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curtailed, first by the 2014 ‘Lobbying Act’ and then by the 2016 introduction of ‘anti-
advocacy’ clauses into grant agreements. For some, these represented a fundamental
challenge to the role of charities as upholding people’s rights and undermined the role

of voluntary action in a democratic society (Brewis et al., 2021).

In 2015, a series of public scandals about the fundraising practices of major charities,
as well as the collapse of Kids Company, a major youth charity in receipt of large
amounts of government funding, fed into a critical narrative about the quality of
leadership and governance within the sector. Public confidence in charities fell in 2016,
largely in response to media coverage and often related to concerns about
transparency in how charitable donations were spent (Populus, 2016). Concerns over
fundraising practices led to the establishment of a new fundraising regulator for
England and Wales in 2016 and the establishment of a select committee on charities,
which reported in 2017. The findings of the report highlighted the challenging funding
environment, particularly for smaller charities who struggled to access either the
contract-style funding of the public sector or the encouraged social investment
approach (Select Committee on Charities, 2017). The report also raised concerns about
charity governance, calling on charities and infrastructure bodies to support with
appropriate advice and training and for government to take action to support diversity

of charity boards.

3.2.3 Post civil society (2018-2021)

A turbulent period for charities in the 2010s, with noted challenges particularly for
small and medium charities and in terms of leadership and governance, prompted a
review of relationships between the state and ‘civil society’. In 2018 the government
published its ‘Civil Society strategy’, outlining a role for government as ‘convenor’ of
capacities within society to address societal problems. This was both a distancing of
the state from the social sector and an ongoing shift of responsibility for social welfare
away from the state. The strategy also outlined an ongoing commitment to a social

investment model for funding civil society, despite little evidence that this produced
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better outcomes (Wells, 2013). The strategy examined civil society as the producer of
‘social value’, with this then placing ‘mission-led business’ and ‘social enterprise’ as a
core part of civil society. There was less focus on civil society as a ‘sector’ but instead
on where social value can be created, with the private sector as an important driving
force. The strategy made few firm commitments to investment, with much of this
coming from dormant accounts and foundations. Although the strategy addressed a
lack of interest and direction from government, the lack of specific commitments, very
limited investment and a framing of the role of the state as market steward prompted
concerns that the strategy was a continuing shift of responsibility for social support
away from the state. In the context of continuing austerity and the looming potential
impact of Brexit, the strategy placed civil society in the position of mitigating societal

impacts, without additional support and investment.

The position of civil society in policy over this period has remained broadly similar,
being publicly celebrated as significant in meeting the economic and social challenges
of first Brexit and then Covid-19. During the Covid-19 pandemic, formal and informal
organisations and voluntary action played prominent and often celebrated roles in
meeting the economic and social challenges of a social and public health crisis.
However, it also had a significant impact on the work of charities, increasing demand
for their services and limiting their revenue streams (Chan et. al., 2021). As
government has begun to look beyond Covid-19 in its budgets and planning, there are
further risks for charities, with concerns about cuts to public spending and investment
and increasing poverty, thereby impacting on demand for charitable services,
volunteering and fundraising. There remain concerns within the sector that, although
viewed positively in recent years, government demonstrates limited understanding of
the sector and may not follow positive feeling with investment. As government
potentially becomes more accessible, with both the development of digital means of
engagement through necessity in the pandemic and an increased bandwidth for
politicians now that the UK has formerly left the EU, charities are considering how they

might influence policy in this climate.
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3.2.4 The third sector as policy actors

The position of the third sector as a policy actor has taken many forms, including
partner, advocate, advisor, contractor and agitator. These roles can be created and
navigated by individuals and organisations but are often subject to the perceptions of
those in government and the structures that support these roles. The previous sections
outline how the third sector has been positioned within policy over time, as well as
providing some indications of how policy has impacted the sector as a whole. They
demonstrate how the sector moved from being perceived as disparate organisations
interacting with a state to the strategic unity of a ‘sector’, albeit a complex, fragile and
not particularly coherent one. Over this period, relationships between this often-
changing sector and the state have shifted, away from a partnership to a more market-
based model, with expectations that funding will shift from the state to society. The
relationship between the third sector and the state and how this is framed within
policy is an important aspect of how third sector organisations have been positioned
as policy actors. Under new Labour, the construction of the ‘third’ sector was closely
tied to third way politics and to the idea that, as neither part of the state or market,
the third sector is somehow above or beyond ideological disputes (Kendall, 2010). As
such, it was perceived as a pragmatic partner to government, capable of generating
and translating ‘informational ideas’, which are not prescriptive or ideological but can
be marketed simultaneously to different political parties (Williamson, 2014). This role
for the third sector as ‘mediator’ of ideas was one championed by those within and
close to the New Labour Government. In particular, Geoff Mulgan, co-founder of the
Demos think tank, a ‘third sector evangelist’ (Williamson, 2014: 41) and appointed as
the Director of Policy of the No.10 Policy Unit, described the sector as a ‘laboratory for
new ideas’ (Mulgan, 2007). This role for third sector organisations was in line with the
view of them as partner to the state and as being able to draw on the independence
and supposed dynamism and efficiency of the private sector. Funding for social
enterprise, for sectoral infrastructure and capacity building during this phase was often
based on improving the efficiency of the sector and enabling it to be a testbed for new

ideas or ways of working not deemed feasible within the architecture of the state.
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With the election of Conservative-led and then majority Conservative governments,
many of the positive perspectives about the potential dynamism of the sector were
retained, as was support for ‘ideas organisations’, particularly the presence of
individuals and organisations who could act in an advisory capacity to government.
However, emphasis on reduction of the state and further extension of market
principles in delivery of public services, as well as an austerity response to the financial
crisis, created a shift in the relationship between state and third sector. No longer
framed as partners, as policy actors the third sector’s role in collaborating with the
state in policy was framed primarily as providers or advisors. Although the sector’s
status as supposedly ‘non-political’ was longstanding, there was increasingly criticism
levelled at organisations and individuals who were deemed to be too political. The
collapse of Kid’s Company, a charity favoured by some political figures, reinforced a
wariness about the closeness of relationships between charities and politics. The
comments of politicians and public criticism, particularly following fundraising
scandals, also added to an atmosphere in which policy activity, whether campaigning
or building relationships, could be deemed reputationally risky for charities. The
introduction of the lobbying act and anti-advocacy clauses into grant agreements
made this risk explicit, causing concern for many organisations. Yet this period of
austerity and shift in welfare policies also created incentives for charities to be
politically active, with social investment models of funding sometimes emphasising the
importance of policy engagement for impact. Ultimately, a determining factor in the
position of the third sector as policy actors has been the interest and capacity of
government to engage with organisations formally outside the structures of policy. The
crises of Brexit and the Covid-19 limited opportunities for engagement between
government and third sector organisations, restricting financial relations, development

of third sector policy and opportunities for formal and informal relationship building.

Throughout these changes in government, and the shifting relationship between state
and the sector, there has been some consistency of support for organisations that
embrace and support a market orientation and attempt to balance social and financial

purposes. These organisations, often described as social enterprises but with more
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recent support also extended to ‘social business’, are often framed as more effective
at tackling social issues because of their pre-political status and perceived proximity to
those issues. They are perceived to be politically neutral and practically focused, with
the ideas they generate considered to be pragmatic rather than ideological. Within
education particularly these perceived characteristics have supported an ideal view of
the third sector as a natural site for the emergence of ideas and solutions for
education policy and practice (Williamson, 2014). Many of the organisations identified
within this research promote and draw on this perception of the third sector,
structuring themselves as social enterprises or operating as both delivery and ‘ideas
organisations’. Their development has been supported by policy approaches to the
third sector that favour these organisational forms and market models for social
purpose organisations. Support for their development has also come from private
sources, encouraged by government policy. The role for these organisations as policy
actors, whilst guided by the relationship between state and the third sector, can be
more specific to the perception of them as delivery and ideas organisations. Unlike
third sector organisations who, under Conservative governments have felt restricted in
their ability to take up campaigning positions, the pragmatic authority of social
enterprises has tended to be framed positively. However, this also reflects the
expectation that these organisations are inherently not ideological and are about
means of delivering on policy rather than challenging its purpose or focus.
Understanding how social enterprise particularly has been framed in policy is therefore

significant in understanding how TSWPOs’ positions as policy actors.

3.2.5 Social enterprise

The position of social enterprises as organisations has sometimes been identified as
one of competing logics, attempting to balance social mission with business principles.
However, this balancing position also enables them to draw ideas, practices, legitimacy
and resources from different fields, making social enterprises difficult to define as
organisations and as a set of practices (Gidron & Hasenfeld, 2012). The chameleon

nature of the social enterprise concept has meant that it has had broad political
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appeal, able to fit in with neoliberal and market-based approaches and with those who
believe in co-production and mutualism. Globally, interest in social enterprise as a
solution to entrenched social problems is prevalent (British Council, 2016) and several
social enterprises form part of global education policy networks seeking reform and

delivering education (Ball & Olmedo, 2011).

The UK has amongst the most developed support structure for social enterprise in the
world, much of it having developed under new Labour and support for a mixed
economy approach to delivering social benefits. New Labour set out a specific role for
social enterprise as government partners who could and should contribute to policy
objectives (DTI, 2002). Somers (2013) describes the support for social enterprise under
new Labour as creating ‘state sponsored’ social enterprise, with its objectives set by
government through policy statements, rather than by community. This was a move
away from some of the democratic and governance principles tied to organisational
structure that formed part of historic UK and European definitions of social enterprise.
An interest in social business as a dynamic and efficient form of third sector activity,
continued to be supported under Conservative-led governments who lauded the
potential of the private sector to produce social value (Bennett et. al, 2019). Under the
Coalition Government, social enterprise was framed as needing to be freed from
reliance on the state, being better able to innovate and deliver social value in a true

market (Nicholls & Teasdale, 2017).

Under all political parties there has been an ongoing support for ‘social investment’
and the encouragement of private financing of social enterprise to create a market.
This has been accompanied by a broader adoption of financial language and models to
assess social impact, with social impact reporting becoming mainstream within the
third sector and particularly social enterprises (Morley, 2016). The concept of ‘impact
measurement’ is particularly relevant to social entrepreneurship, where there are
expectations of ‘borrowing’ from the private sector and of being able to demonstrate
greater effectiveness than other social purpose organisations (Nicholls, 2009). The

guantification of social outcomes and the adoption of the language and financial
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modelling approaches of the financial sector has also been supported by government
policies which have attempted to encourage social enterprises to prepare and
compete for investment by appealing to the practices and norms of potential investors
(Morley, 2016). In addition to top-down influence, the development, often by those
with experience in financial sectors, of models of social investment which emphasise
maximising social value, often measured in quantitative outcomes, have informed the

adoption and mainstreaming of impact measurement practices (Morley, 2016).

3.2.6 Hybridity and boundary spanners

Social enterprises are often considered to be ‘hybrid’ organisational forms, borrowing
from and blending different sectors in their structures and ethos. Hybridity can also
involve blending of approaches from within a sector, with social enterprises sometimes
considered to be blending ‘the distinct third sector traditions of philanthropy and
mutualism’ (Aiken, 2010: 156). A tendency towards hybridity in organisational forms
and functions has been noted in research on the third sector, particularly in the
context of developing markets for public services and the promotion of ‘innovation’ as
a solution to complex social problems (Billis, 2010). Hybridisation is not necessarily a
new feature of the third sector but has been explicitly encouraged through funding
and legal structures in the UK in recent years (Harris, 2010), particularly during the
period when many TSWPOs were founded. Encouraging the adoption of business
practices, drives for ‘professionalisation’” and funding structures that reward a market
orientation have all been features of third sector policy in the past two decades,
pushing TSOs towards embracing private and public sector practices, whilst also being

expected to retain a distinctiveness as social purpose organisations.

The study of hybridity within the third sector has often focused on the challenges and
opportunities that it presents, as organisations reconcile or manage in tension
competing logics from different fields. For social enterprises, who are reliant on
commercially generated revenue, pressures from the market or dominant funders can

encourage them to diverge from their main purpose or mission (Cornforth, 2014). This
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can be seen as an issue of accountability, as organisations are accountable for both
social and business outcomes and accountable to a range of stakeholders, including
beneficiaries and investors. This can present unique governance challenges to
reconcile and prioritise these sometimes-competing accountabilities (Ebrahim,
Battilana & Mair, 2014). Organisations manage their hybridity in different ways, from
integrating different logics or ignoring or compartmentalising them in organisational
structures, leading to a variety of different practices and structures within hybrid
organisations and challenges in making generalisations about the experience of

organisational hybridity in different contexts (Cornforth, 2014).

Organisational hybridity has also been associated with the concept of ‘spanning
boundaries’, through which organisations can bring together elements of different
sectors within their own work and also explicitly connect different sectors as part of
their functions. Being positioned as a ‘boundary spanner’ can enable organisations and
individuals to access authority and legitimacy across different fields. Medvetz’s
examination of Think Tanks in the US as ‘constitutively hybrid organisations’ (2008: 5.
Original emphasis) demonstrates how such organisations are able to draw on the
‘forms of authority conferred by the more established institutions of academic,
politics, business and the media’ (2008: 9). By choosing to operate and finding its value
in a space in between these established authorities, the think tank takes on a
mediating role where it can mobilise resources from related fields, without being
constrained by the tight definitions of these fields (Medvetz, 2012). This can create a
position for think tanks, such as Demos in the UK, where they can act as mediators and
generators of ideas in such a way that can gain political and media attention
(Osbourne, 2004). Williamson (2013b) argues that this role as a mediator of ideas is
adopted by new hybrid organisational forms in the UK, specifically in the form of
organisations like National Endowment for Science Technology and the Arts (NESTA),
Demos and the Innovation Unit. These organisational hybrids act to mediate new ways
of thinking about educational policy and pedagogic innovation and are ‘politically
mobile’ (2013:10), contributing to new forms of education governance through cross-

sectoral policy networks.
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3.2.7 The third sector in education

The involvement of the third sector in education in England is complex, not least
because a three-sector model — public, private and third sectors —ignores a long
history of mixed provision and blurred boundaries in education. It is misleading to
suggest that charity involvement in education is a new phenomenon or, on its own,
represents a shift in approach to how state education is delivered. However, what has
altered in the past three decades is the emergence of market opportunities for non-
state organisations to form part of state education and the development of market
logics as a form of governance within education provision. Within this framework, the
involvement of the third sector is part of a broader pattern of marketisation of
education, particularly where this sector is seen as adding something unique or lacking

in existing state-run education provision.

The presence and involvement of non-state actors in education policy and provision
has become a focus for researchers exploring a shift from government to governance
in education policy. This shift is sometimes conceptualised as a move from a
hierarchical mode of governing in which the state is the source of authority to a
polycentric model with multiple interdependent actors (Ball & Junemann, 2011). Ball
and Junemann (2011) describe this as new configurations of state authority, with new
interdependencies in a heterarchical model of heterogenous mutually independent
organisations. These new configurations, developed in the UK over the last 30 years,
allow for the involvement of a new and diverse range of actors in various stages of
education policy, from idea generation to enactment (Savage & Thi Kim Anh Dang,
2021). Although sometimes framed positively, at least in terms of potential, this mode
of governance has been critiqued for its opacity, with it often unclear ‘what may have
been said to whom, where, with what effect and in exchange for what’ (Ball, 2008:

761).

In this context of governance through networks, understanding whose interests are

represented in the formation of education policies and how policy ideas travel has
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been a focus for researchers of education policy in the UK and internationally. Within
this, several have focused on ‘third sector’ or hybrid organisations and on philanthropy
as a specific model of non-state engagement with education policy. Much of this
research has focused closely on the networks and relations that make up heterarchical
network governance in education, identifying the interests represented, power
relations and influence within them and how policy ideas appear to transfer within and
between networks nationally and globally. Whilst the emergence of new organisations
and networks are not a definitive replacement for state authority in education, they do
represent the fluid landscape in which new policy ideas and relations between state,
economy and civil society are being blurred, with philanthropy providing a vehicle for
processes of destatization that ‘offers a degree of public legitimacy not yet available to
for-profit providers’ (Ball and Junemann, 2011: 659). Within the UK, researchers
including Ball (e.g. 2008; 2011; 2012; 2017) Ball and Junemann (2011; 2012), and
Williamson (e.g. 2012; 2013; 2013b; 2014) have examined the growth of edu-business,
of philanthropy and of third sector actors in UK education policy and practice. They
note the support offered under new Labour for third sector ideas organisations and
indicate that, with this support, ‘the third sector has established a series of educational
‘problems’ for rectification and positioned itself to provide solutions to these

problems’ (Williamson, 2012; 778).

Outside the UK context, researchers including Reckhow (2016); Hartong (2016); Hogan
(2016a); Viseu & Carvalho (2018) have examined the involvement of third sector actors
in national and local policy, and researchers including Williamson & Hogan (2021),
Olmedo (2017) and Ball (2012) have also examined how these networks extend
internationally, contributing to global policy mobilities. The lack of transparency in
these networks and their shifting membership and relations makes drawing
conclusions about the influences exerted within them difficult, hence many
researchers focus on the contribution of these networks to the policy ideas that
circulate and become legitimised within them or on the technologies of governance,
knowledge and regulation enacted by members of these networks. Although the

precise origin of these ideas and technologies is not always apparent, with many within
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these networks espousing similar ideas and methods, it is nonetheless possible to
identify where they contribute to education policy and its enactment in specific
contexts. In the US, Reckhow points to the convergence of philanthropic funding in
education around a narrow set of ideas and a small number of organisations, which are
then able to act as ‘jurisdictional challengers’ to state education provision (Reckhow,
2016). Although this has the effect of amplifying ‘new voices’ in education policy, it
comes at the expense of other, less well resourced, voices and can legitimize particular
policy solutions. There are indications that there are common discourses in
philanthropy around the purpose of education (Reckhow, 2016) and particularly
around notions of disadvantage, merit and enterprise in the UK (Ball & Junemann,
2011). These shared ideas and associated activity of philanthropists can narrow
political debate, based as they sometimes are on the experiences and viewpoints of a
small number of wealthy patrons for whom these concepts have particular

significance.

Research into non-state actors in education is still developing, with consideration given
to the methods most effective for studying the complex networks of actors and the
movement of ideas within and between networks (e.g. Hogan, 2016b; Savage, 2020).
Most attention has been focused on large, international and private organisations who
have been the direct architects of policy initiatives or act as think tanks but there have
also been explorations of smaller, third sector organisations and of small-scale policy
initiatives. Although no research has yet examined WP policy, examinations of
education policy networks in the UK and internationally touch on some of the
organisations and individuals discussed within this thesis, particularly the Sutton Trust,
Teach First/Teach for All, the EEF and Impetus (e.g. Olmedo, Bailey & Ball, 2013; Ball
and Junemann, 2012). Within these studies, these organisations and the individuals
linked to them are connected to policy networks and to dominant ideas in education
policymaking, with suggestions that they are playing a role in legitimating and
transmitting these ideas as part of their activities. In some cases, particularly research
examining philanthropic activity, there are connections made between the status of

these organisations as charitable or philanthropic and their ability to shape policy,
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pointing to their ‘anti-political’ (Williamson, 2014) status or to the ‘social capital’ of
philanthropists (Allen and Bull, 2018). The ‘elite’ status of many of the policy actors
that form part of the ‘new governance’ in education, is also raised by many other
researchers, who note the exclusiveness of education policy networks and their
tendency to rely on existing connections and similarity of ideas or dispositions

(Thompson, Savage & Lingard, 2016).

Existing research focuses heavily on the concept of the policy network and on the
relationships and the structure of these networks as facilitating policy transfer. As
such, the focus is on many forms of non-state actors, rather than examining the
potentially unique positions of third sector organisations within these structures.
These studies are also often contextualised within a shift from government to
governance at a global scale, rather than examining policy activities within a specified
policy field in which governance may take different forms. Williamson particularly has
identified a need for ‘further inquiry into the participation of the third sector in public
education’ (2013b:10) and for drawing ‘attention to the ways certain policy actors
operate through and within powerful policy networks, in order to pose questions
about the potential influences that such interrelationships produce’ (2016: 12). This
thesis therefore builds on this existing research into third sector organisations within
education policy by exploring what happens within networks and how a specific type
of actor, in the form of TSOs, interprets and acts within their policy context. Drawing
on these previous explorations of policy networks in education as a global
phenomenon, it examines policy actors within networks to understand how the
activities of these policy actors shape policy and how they navigate the differential

power relationships that exist within these networks.

3.3 Conclusion

This chapter has examined the policy context that has come to ‘make up’ the third
sector and provides the background to the emergence of third sector organisations

focused on widening participation. It has outlined how the concept of the ‘third sector’
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is a fluid one, closely connected to the policies of new Labour and to third way politics,
and how shifting definitions of the sector in policy have represented different political
orientations to the relationship between state and society. This examination of the
‘third sector’ policy context has provided an account of how policy has shaped state
and sector relations, moving from a supposed model of partnership and an ‘enabling
environment’ (Somers, 2013) under new Labour, to a more contractual and non-
interventionalist approach under coalition and Conservative governments. It has also
highlighted the continuity of approach to the third sector, particularly in terms of
support for market-based approaches to supporting the sector and producing social
value. The example of continuing cross-party support for social enterprise provides
one example of how the ‘third sector’ and its’ activities have managed to encompass a
range of political ideologies. This status of the third sector as not only an object to be
directed by policy but also an ‘ideational arena’ and supposedly ‘non-political’ space is

also outlined, as this informs the position of third sector organisations as policy actors.

This chapter has offered a concise overview of the third sector in policy, focusing on
the policies, time periods and organisational forms that are most relevant to the focus
of this thesis — TSWPOs in England. As TSWPOs have not been the focus of prior
research this thesis has identified their status as social enterprises or otherwise
‘boundary spanning’ organisations and their presence within education policy
networks, adopting similar practices to ‘ideas organisations’, as most relevant. The
following chapter will explore these facets of the third sector in greater detail, with

particular reference to TSWPOs, their practices and their involvement in policy.

This chapter has also provided an overview of literature examining the involvement of
non-state actors in education policy. Although not always specifically focused on the
third sector, this research has established the significance of a shift from government
to governance in understanding policy influence in education and the value of
exploring networks as a means by which to understand the influence of policy actors
within education, including from the third sector. This thesis draws on these ideas and

hence chapter five offers a further examination of the concept of policy networks. It
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also outlines how, although the exploration and significance of networks forms part of
this thesis, this is not a policy network study. As outlined above, this thesis seeks to
build on policy network research by examining policy shaping within networks, with a

focus on the rationalisations and policy activity of specific forms of actors within them.
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Chapter four: The emergence of TSWPOs

Chapters two and three examined the policy environment in which WP became a
social concern and the third sector came to be a site of innovation for social problems
in education. Taken together, they provide the context for the emergence of the
organisations that are the focus of this thesis. Chapter two described how WP policy
has developed with reference to dual social justice and economic imperatives,
sometimes as a joint project of state and HEPs and increasingly as the responsibility of
providers. Chapter three then outlined how the ‘third sector’ came to be made up in
policy, first as a partner to the state and then an alternative in a mixed economy of
welfare, including education provision. It described how some third sector
organisations, particularly social enterprises and hybrids, have been perceived by
policy makers and the roles they have been encouraged to take on. This chapter then
looks specifically at organisations considered to be part of the third sector who
operate, at least partially, within a vertical field of widening participation policy,
designated ‘third sector widening participation organisations’ (TSWPOs) for the
purpose of this research. It provides a definition of these organisations, an account of
their emergence and describes their interaction with WP policy to date. The account
presented here draws on the records of TSWPOs themselves, particularly annual
reports, their own research and websites, and on policy documents and media
coverage related to WP. A full list of these documents is available in appendix vi. Many
of the details referenced here are matters of public record and can be found multiple
in public-facing organisation publications or websites. Where details can be attributed
to a particular source, they have been, but where they are an amalgamation of details
from public records, documents and sources have been grouped by organisation in

appendix iii to enable easy referencing.

Within policy documents referenced here, third sector organisations have remained on
the fringes of government approaches to widening participation. They are rarely
mentioned directly in policy before 2009 and even after this there is little explicit

endorsement or incentive given to involve them in WP work. Given the direction of WP
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policy which, with the introduction of higher fees, has moved towards emphasising the
role of individual institutions in widening participation, the absence of TSOs is not
particularly surprising. TSWPOs have not represented a viable alternative to
institutional responsibility in scale or scope (despite some arguing otherwise e.g. Teach
First (2016), who suggested that funding could be given directly to charities working on
widening participation) and to define or endorse specific roles for them in policy could
detract from a focus on WP as an institutional issue. However, the lack of inclusion of
TSWPOs in the letter and structures of policy does not mean that they are wholly
absent from policy nor does is it necessarily indicative of a lack of interest or
engagement on their part, as this chapter will demonstrate. Nonetheless, it is
important not to overstate the significance of third sector involvement in widening
participation in terms of policy change. What is evident from policy documents and the
statements of key figures like the Director of Access and Participation at OfS, is that
some TSWPOs are considered valuable stakeholders in the delivery of widening
participation and that their involvement in policy discussions is encouraged and
expected. This chapter therefore concludes by looking briefly at the different roles that
these organisations appear to be taking on in this context, with reference to research
literature examining similar organisations and contexts. This then provides the basis
for some of the concepts operationalised within this research, which are explored in

Chapter five.

4.1 Third Sector Widening Participation Organisations (TSWPOs)

As noted in the previous chapters, definitions of both the ‘third sector’ and ‘widening
participation’ are often multiple, changeable and context specific. In both cases, | am
using inclusive definitions in my applications of these terms throughout this thesis,
recognising that their use changed in policy and practice over the time period studied
and that my parameters for these terms may not wholly match with those of
organisations and individuals included within this research. Nonetheless, | have set
some parameters on these terms to identify those organisations whose activities and

engagement with policy | am aiming to understand. | have termed these organisations
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‘third sector widening participation organisations’ or TSWPOs. This establishes that |
am looking at ‘organisations’ or a formally constituted group of people with a
particular purpose. | have selected organisations based and registered in England, as
there are separate policies relating to both regulation of charities and widening
participation in devolved nations. Beyond this, it is the ‘formal constitution’ and

‘purpose’ which provide the parameters for TSWPOs.

Purpose: | am researching organisations reasonably expected to be active in
understanding and engaging with widening participation policy at national
or institutional level. All TSWPOs indicate that part of the purpose of their
organisation is to widen participation in HE. This may not be their only
purpose or may be one aspect of their purpose but should form an
established part of their work. | am applying a definition of WP that is
aligned to the expectations that are placed on universities — that they
diversify entrants, have parity of achievement within HE and that they

address career outcomes — and involves some ‘target group(s)’.

Formally constituted: | am interested in organisations that share similar

organisational forms and, in each case, operate as an organised group of
people with a common purpose. As such, all TSWPOs have a legally
recognised organisational form and do not make profit for shareholders.
This excludes some for-profit deliverers of WP activity, such as Rare
Recruitment, and organisations which did not have their own legal status at
the start of this research, such as Aimhigher West Midlands and the
National Education Opportunities Network (NEON). This excludes
organisations currently in formation, informal practitioner or student
networks, or ‘arms’ of organisations which might be separate in the work
that they do but are not clearly financially or legally independent of another

body.
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For this chapter and for initial stages of this research, these broad definitions were
applied, with some specific exceptions. Universities, students’ unions, schools and
royal societies have all been excluded from categorisation as TSWPOs. Whilst these are
formally constituted and may have progression in education as a primary purpose, the
requirement to carry out WP work is often part of their regulatory structures and it is
not uncommon, at least in the case of schools and universities, for them to be
excluded from consideration as third sector because of their ties to the state and
regulatory bodies. Tighter definitions than those used here was applied to
interviewees, to narrow these to the most active organisations with a large proportion
of their work focused on WP. This is discussed further in chapter six. In short, whilst all
organisational interviewees are people within TSWPOs, not all TSWPOs qualified as

sites for organisational interviewees.

An initial search for active organisations undertaken in November 2018, for which
further details are available in chapter six, identified 32 organisations that fit these
criteria. By the conclusion of this research, this grew to 37 organisations, with the
addition of seven new or newly constituted organisations and two no longer active.
There were several other organisations identified as part of this process and within
interviews who have, at times, been involved with delivering or funding widening
participation work. There were also a small number of for-profit organisations with a
sole interest in widening participation and a small number of registered charities who
appear to be inactive. Some of these are referenced within this chapter, as they form
part of the changing field of organisations and individuals working within WP and
engaging with WP policy. However, the findings identified in this thesis relate to the
circumstances of particular organisations in both mission and organisational structure
and not to all organisations referenced here. To avoid confusion, these organisations
are therefore referred to here and in later chapters as widening participation
organisations (WPOs). A full list of identified organisations is listed in appendix x, with
categorisations. TSWPOs are referred to by name throughout this chapter and findings
chapters but interviewees and connections with the organisations that they work for

have been anonymised within the findings.
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In part due to the interest of this thesis in widening participation as a specific an area
of policy, identifying third sector organisations delivering or with an interest in WP
work prior to the adoption of the term ‘widening participation” within policy in the
early 1990s, is extremely challenging. It is evident from accounts of WP work prior to
1997 that charities and community organisations were involved in working with
universities on adult education, developing curriculum, and establishing access routes
for students (Aldridge, 1999). However, few of these were delivering on a national
scale, nor were they concerned with widening participation as it would come to be
defined in policy in the late 1990s - as focusing on young participation and access to
higher education specifically. As a consequence, the account of TSWPOs that follows
focuses on three phases of TSWPO development, starting from 1997. It is worth noting
that several organisations who would later become active in widening participation
work were delivering activities prior to 1997 that would form part of the later
repertoire of outreach activity, such as tutoring and mentoring, but they were not yet
articulated as such. These include the now-named Villiers Park Educational Trust, who
delivered educational courses for disadvantaged young people from a centre near
Cambridge and the Forum for Access and Continuing Education (FACE), which still acts
as a membership organisation for widening participation practitioners, though the
roles of those practitioners have changed considerably since its emergence from its
origins as a network for continuing education staff in polytechnics. The activities of

these organisations are picked up within later phases.

4.1.1 The first organisations (1997-2008)

Established® during this period: Sutton Trust (1997); Helena Kennedy Foundation
(1998); Scholars for Educational Opportunity (2000); IntoUniversity (2002); Brightside

1 ‘Establishment’ is taken to be the point at which the organisation was operational in delivering activity,
rather than an official date of charitable or organisational registration. These dates are largely taken
from organisations’ own accounts of their history or, where this is not available, from charitable
registration records. Several of the organisations in this research have registered more than once as
charities, spent several years as organisations too small to require charitable registration or were
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(2002); Generating Genius (2005); The Social Mobility Foundation (2005); Children’s
University Trust (2007); Debate Mate (2007); The Access Project (2008).

This first phase saw the establishment of several organisations whose missions
specifically aligned with the newly articulated issue of widening participation, as
concerned with entry to university for young people from lower socio-economic
backgrounds. One of the earliest of these is The Sutton Trust, founded in 1997, still the
largest and most explicitly politically active of the TSWPOs identified in this research.
These early organisations were mostly led by philanthropists and education
professionals with a personal or professional interest in the issue of HE access and with
access to private funding. As government developed national initiatives focused on
increasing attainment, offering careers guidance and ‘raising aspirations’, often with a
focus on ‘partnership’, these also provided a source of funding for growing
organisations with similar aims. The majority of organisations focused on delivery,
though approaches varied widely from providing internships to community-based
tutoring, with some also concentrating efforts on raising awareness of specific issues

such as access to professional routes or financial support for refugee students.

In this phase there were multiple conceptions of what might be considered ‘widening
participation” work amongst TSWPOs but a tendency for many to focus on access to
the most selective universities, courses and professions in their mission. The Sutton
Trust, founded by education philanthropist (latterly Sir) Peter Lampl, was the first such
organisation. Lampl was particularly concerned that the routes to social mobility that
he had accessed - a grammar school education and study at Oxbridge - were
increasingly closed to students from ‘non-privileged backgrounds’ and founded the
Sutton Trust ‘to improve educational opportunities for young people from non-
privileged backgrounds and increase social mobility’ (sirpeterlampl.co.uk, n.d). Similar

concerns prompted the founders of the Brightside Trust, a group of entrepreneurs

embedded within other organisations and hence the dates used here may not match other records of
their formal charitable or organisational status.
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with backgrounds in pharmaceutical industry, to attempt to address the provision of
advice and guidance to young people with respect to medical careers. There were also
several organisations founded to focus on access to career pathways. Many originated
from the city of London, with support from major city employers or the Mayor’s Office.
Examples include SEO London, focused on supporting ethnic minorities into city
professions; Making the Leap, who began working with unemployed people from
Brent; the Brokerage Citylink, focused on young people from London state schools; and
The Social Mobility Foundation, founded in 2005 to provide access to internships for
‘top’ students from ‘low income’ families. Although these organisations were often
not, at first, explicitly about HE entry except as a necessary entry point for a
professional career, they increasingly moved towards focusing on access to HE in their

activities.

There were also TSWPOs founded by education professionals during this period, a
phenomenon Ball (2007) notes within the development of the education services
market in the early 2000s, where the ideas and experience of former education
managers could be repurposed outside the public sector. The approaches to WP in
these cases tended to be more local and community based, such as ‘IntoUniversity’,
founded in 2002 by a group of friends with backgrounds in education and with
financial backing from the Sutton Trust; and the Children’s University Trust founded in
2007, led by a former teacher and leader of the Wythenshawe Education Action Zones.
The involvement of former teachers in leading new education initiatives began to be
explicitly encouraged by the education charity and teacher training provider, Teach
First, during this period as a way to keep former teachers engaged with their mission.
Support from Teach First was instrumental in the foundation of several TSWPOs,
including the Access Project (2008), In2Science (2010), Future First (2010), The Brilliant
Club (2011) and Future Frontiers (2013).

Under new Labour, widening participation in HE was one of several areas of
government focus that related to progression in education. An overlap developed

between different education initiatives, with some TSWPOs becoming involved in WP
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following involvement in activities like the government’s ‘gifted and talented’
programme, founded in 2002 to enhance the educational development of students
identified as particularly developed in one or more ability areas. This was the case for
Villiers Park in the early 2000s, as its programmes made connections between
universities, teachers and students to ‘raise standards’ and enrich education provision
in schools (Villiers Park, 2002). Following the interests of its university partners and the
direction of the Excellence Challenge national initiative, Villiers Park’s work
increasingly focused on access to HE and pupil attainment, eventually becoming a
major part of its activity provision. Enthusiasm for WP, as well as the existence of
funding from government and from philanthropic organisations like the Sutton Trust
and Brightside, who both ran grants programmes in the early 2000s, provided
opportunities for similarly aligned organisations to develop their activities with HE
progression in mind. Some moved their focus elsewhere in the early 2010s, as these

funding sources diminished significantly or disappeared altogether.

The political profile of TSWPOs during this period was limited, as most organisations
were set up to deliver activity and not as representative or lobbying organisations.
However, their delivery work did attract political attention, with the summer schools
trialled by the Sutton Trust in 1997 becoming the inspiration and model for a national
summer school programme (Sutton Trust, n.d.) and Brightside’s e-mentoring platform
being used extensively by Aimhigher partnerships, with some support from HEFCE.
Support from government for these initiatives extended to small amounts of funding
but stopped short of official endorsements or large-scale direct funding. There were
exceptions to this delivery focus however, particularly the Sutton Trust and the Helena
Kennedy Foundation (HKF). Founded by Dr Ann Limb CBE, then Principal of Cambridge
Regional College, to ‘make a practical contribution to government policies on social
justice, widening participation in education and equality & diversity’ (HKF, n.d.) the
HKF funds bursaries for FE and adult education students progressing to HE and
campaigned on issues relating to HE access, most notably on financial support and
access to HE for asylum seekers from 2005. The Sutton Trust, from its foundation, has

also focused its efforts on a lobbying role, partly achieved through its programme of
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research. Lampl and the Trust developed a considerable public and political profile
over this period, with Lampl writing in The Times and the Telegraph and the Trust
gathering several favourable mentions in the Lords and Commons from 1997 onwards.
They were seemingly regularly consulted in an advisory capacity and also collaborated
with government on summer schools and careers guidance initiatives (Hansard HC
Deb., vol. 458, cols. 483-491, 15 Mar 2007). Lampl’s close relationships with
government ministers and the media contributed to this profile, and he received an
OBE in 1999 and a knighthood in 2003 for his work in access to HE. The Trust and
Lampl were also invited to act in an advisory capacity to HEFCE as it developed the
‘Excellence Challenge’, the forerunner of Aimhigher (DfEE, 2000: 20). They further
established their reputation for raising issues around university access with the
publication in 2000 of a report looking at ‘Entry to Leading Universities’. Their 2004
report ‘The Missing 3000’, which identified several thousand suitably qualified school
leavers each year who did not enter highly selective universities, can be considered the
conceptual basis of the ‘fair access’ strand of widening participation (McCaig, 2015)
and has been frequently cited in education policy (e.g. HEFCE & OFFA, 2014; DBIS,
2016). The Trust later expanded this research aspect of their activities, commissioning

research alongside seed funding organisations aligned to its mission.

During this period there were few references to third sector organisations within
national WP policy documents. However, in line with government interests in ‘sharing
responsibility’ in education (DfEE, 1998) and involving the ‘voluntary and community
sector’ in public service delivery, there were references to the involvement of
voluntary or community organisations in decision making and delivery as part of
initiatives like Education Action Zones, Excellence in Cities or the Connexions
information, advice and guidance service (e.g DfEE. 2000). In some cases, the
partnerships created for these initiatives became the basis for Aimhigher partnerships
(HEFCE, 2004). Although voluntary organisations were mentioned as possible partners
in plans for these initiatives and, later, for Aimhigher, their involvement appears to
have been conceived of as either a continuation of existing partnership arrangements

or as a way to harness specific expertise. For example, the 1999 White paper Learning

75



to Succeed suggests voluntary organisations as valuable partners for post-16 education
because they are ‘particularly well placed to contribute their expertise in key areas
such as tackling social exclusion and in the education and training of those with special
or basic skill needs’ (DfEE, 1999: 40). Within Aimhigher and similar initiatives, TSWPOs
were engaged for specific areas of work deemed suited to their expertise and interests
but did not tend to lead the direction of such work in the way that other partners like

schools and local authorities were encouraged to (HEFCE, 2004).

In the work of HEFCE, and of OFFA from 2004, there was also little reference to
TSWPOs. Guidance issued to universities on WP did not make reference to the
activities of TSWPOs or suggest them as potential partners. There were some
exceptions, including the Brightside Trust, whose e-mentoring platform was
referenced frequently by HEFCE at conferences and reports on mentoring (e.g. HEFCE,
2009). However, it was made clear that Brightside were not the only provider of
mentoring platforms and that Aimhigher partnerships and institutions were free to
choose which platforms they adopted to deliver the mentoring strand of work. OFFA
also made reference to supporting the Frank Buttle Trust (latterly Buttle UK), whose
Quality Mark was an endorsement of HE institutions activities to support care leavers

into HE, though this was again not specifically endorsed (OFFA, 2008; 2012).

As identified in the previous two chapters, this period saw the development and
emergence of WP as a policy concern, alongside support for a third sector as partner
to the state in delivering practical solutions to complex policy problems. In this
environment, several TSWPOs were founded that aligned closely with how issues of
WP were articulated within policy, particularly around access to the most socially
exclusive institutions, courses and professional careers. These early TSWPOs took a
range of approaches, though university and careers outreach and educational
enrichment activity was a common feature of their work. As with how the third sector
was framed in policy more broadly, their approaches were seen as working in
partnership with government aims but, in the case of WP, were not an integral part of

delivering on policy objectives. These policy objectives were framed as the
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responsibility of government and, increasingly, individual universities. As a
consequence, although there was some funding available that helped to align some
organisations with initiatives like Aimhigher, initial funding often came from private
sources who had specific concerns around access to elite professions and institutions.
During this period, the Sutton Trust established itself as the leading TSWPO, gaining
recognition for its blend of research, lobbying and activity delivery that primarily
engaged with high status institutions. The ability of the Trust and its founder to access
and engage media and politicians provided a blended expertise in practice and
research that was attractive to politicians seeking easily packaged and pragmatic policy

solutions to education policy problems (Ball & Exley, 2010).

4.1.2 TSWPOs emerging in policy (2009-2013)

Established in this period: Saturday Club Trust (2009); The Bridge Group (2009),
In2Science (2010), Future First (2010), The Brilliant Club (2011), up2uni (2011), Arts
Emergency (2011), Accelerate and Access Foundation (2012), UpReach (2012),
Causeway (2012), StandAlone (2012), My Big Career (2013), Future Frontiers (2013),
NNECL (2013).

The publication of the 2009 report on Fair Access to the Professions marked a shift in
the visibility of TSWPOs in policy, including consultations, public debates and within
policy documents. The report was launched at IntoUniversity’s North Kensington
Centre and included references to several TSOs as examples of good practice, including
four TSWPOs, and consultations by the panel included Brightside, the Sutton Trust, the
Social Mobility Foundation and IntoUniversity. It also explicitly endorsed the activities
of TSWPOs, recommending that government ‘scale up its support to third sector
organisations providing soft skill development for young people’ (Panel on Fair Access
to the Professions, 2009: 71). The inclusion and focus on TSWPOs was, in part, because
the report was concerned with a broader idea of social mobility than just access to HE
and, as a consequence, universities were not the major party considered relevant or

responsible. Beyond the Milburn report, TSOs were also increasingly acknowledged in
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education and social mobility policy as not only acting in supporting ‘expert’ roles but
driving change (Cabinet Office, 2009: 21). This opened up opportunities for TSWPOs to
be more directly engaged in WP policy, something that several of them were already
seeking, and also created scope for more specific endorsements of TSWPO activity by

government bodies.

The formation of the Bridge Group in 2009 was, according to its founders, partly a
response to frustrations within the sector that those ‘on the ground” were not being
‘heard’ by policy makers (Interview, Tessa Stone, Dec 2019). Its founding members
were drawn from TSWPOs, professional associations and universities, coming together
specifically to influence the development of policy and strategy around social mobility
and HE. The Bridge Group focused their efforts on making high profile connections,
hosting their first event in November 2010 at Google HQ in London (the first ever
public event to be held there), attended and including an address by the newly
appointed ‘social mobility tsar’ Alan Milburn. Their first report was launched in May
2011 by Deputy Prime Minister, Nick Clegg, and subsequent years saw them being
invited to contribute to the work of both Clegg and Milburn in their respective roles

leading on social mobility.

It was not only the Bridge Group that had an appetite for engaging with policy during
this period, as demonstrated by the engagement of several TSWPOs with both the
Panel on Fair Access to the Professions and the 2012 report ‘University Challenge: How
Higher Education Can Advance Social Mobility’, also led by Alan Milburn. The growing
interest in social mobility from the government, combined with the prospect of both
higher HE tuition fees and the end of the Aimhigher programme, presented an
opportunity and threat to TSWPOs. An increasing number of TSWPOs appeared to
follow the approach of the Sutton Trust in both publishing research and engaging with
political figures to disseminate their work, including the Bridge Group, Future First and
UpReach, who were all referenced as sources in policy documents during this period

(e.g. Milburn, 2012; OFFA, 2013b).
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The Sutton Trust continued with its blend of research and programme delivery,
particularly around social mobility and school and university admissions. Its reports
continued to be referenced in political debates, including over school admissions,
teaching, higher education and academisation (e.g. Hansard HC, vol. 538; Hansard HC,
vol. 569). It was increasingly referred to, both in and outside the Trust as a ‘do tank’,
blending expertise and practical delivery. Its work and status as an expert organisation
on education and social mobility appears to have extended across the political
spectrum, with both the Conservative Prime Minister and Labour leader of the
opposition voicing their support for the Trust on its 15-year anniversary in 2012
(Sutton Trust, Nov 2012). The Sutton Trust’s position as an expert organisation
seemingly brought the Trust closer to government in this period. In 2011, in
combination with Impetus Trust, the Sutton Trust won a £125m Department for
Education bid to establish a grant making charity that would award funding to and
evaluate projects using ‘bold and innovative methods to boost the attainment of
disadvantaged pupils’ (gov.uk, 1 April 2011). The resulting Education Endowment
Foundation, together with the Sutton Trust, became the government’s designated
‘what works’ centre for education in 2013, and has continued to focus its work on
generating evidence through evaluation of ‘high-potential’ education projects.
Although legally and financially separate from the Sutton Trust, the EEF is described as
the Trust’s ‘sister’ charity, with significant overlap in staff and board membership and a
joint relationship to government through the ‘what works’ centre. The Sutton Trust
also developed its links with OFFA in this period, with its then Director of Research and
Policy and later CEO, joining OFFA’s newly established advisory board in 2011 (OFFA,
2015).

Although some TSWPOs did experience a heightened political profile during this phase,
for most this did not come with funding. With the election of a coalition government
implementing a programme of austerity from 2010, many sources of funding for
supporting both the third sector and widening participation activity disappeared. Some
TSWPOs, like the Sutton Trust, had direct relationships with some universities as

funders that they were able to maintain but many organisations shifted from a few
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large funders to several smaller-scale funders in individual universities, with a
corresponding increase in uncertainty and commitment of more resources to
fundraising. Several of the organisations founded or sustained during this period
operated around a model of sold services, basing their funding model around
appealing to schools and employing a ‘dual bottom line’ model of social enterprise.
They offered delivery of outreach or educational activities to schools, universities or
both. The Brilliant Club, for example, offered schools programmes of university style
tutorials to selected pupils, combining these with trips to university partners who
would also offer small amounts of funding and access to postgraduate students who
would act as tutors. Similar models were used by Brightside, The Access Project, Future
First, UpReach, Causeway and Future Frontiers, many of which marketed themselves
specifically as social enterprises, also engaging with social enterprise networks such as
those set up by the Guardian newspaper or the School for Social Entrepreneurs (e.g.
Wilkie, 3 Feb 2012). Several of these organisations received seed funding for their
programmes from Teach First and/or the Sutton Trust. The amounts of funding
provided were small but relationships with these organisations could and did lead to
other funding opportunities, through their networks of schools and universities as
consumers for the services provided by some TSWPOs. The funding and networking
opportunities provided by Teach First and the Sutton Trust however were limited to a
small number of select contacts, often shared between the two organisations (Hill,
2012). Both made clear indications that their support was only available to those
within their networks, with Teach First funding only initially available to Teach First
trained teachers and Sutton Trust funding encouraged ‘by invitation’ (Third Sector, 7

Feb 2012).

Part of the development of a sold services model was owed to the creation of
‘academies’, government funded schools operating independent of local authority
control in 2000. This created a small number of schools able to exercise full control
over their expenditure and curriculum who were encouraged to take ‘innovative’
approaches in deprived areas. When, in 2010, the Academies Act enabled schools to

convert to academy status, this accelerated an ongoing process of development of
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education services, now sold to individual schools and academy chains, rather than
provided by or facilitated by a local authority (Everitt, 2020). Particularly for TSWPOs
who had been founded by former teachers or those connected with Teach First,
relationships with schools or academy chains presented an opportunity for them to
market their services to academies looking to distinguish their educational offer. Many
academies were in economically and socially deprived areas, having been pressured to
convert as previously ‘failing’ schools, meaning that some of their goals aligned with
the activities of TSWPOs around education progression and increasing pupil
attainment. The introduction of pupil premium in 2011, a ringfenced payment made to
schools to support the attainment of ‘disadvantaged’ pupils, also provided a specific
funding stream that could be used to buy in the services of TSWPOs who focused on
attainment raising and encouraging educational progression, such as The Brilliant Club
or The Access Project. The Brilliant Club’s services specifically were mentioned by
Ofsted as an effective use of this funding (Ofsted, 2015). Although this model of service
provision did provide a potential source of funding for several TSWPOs during this
period and later, as with working directly with individual universities, it created
challenges in often being a short-term financial commitment and requiring significant
resource to manage relationships with several small funders (Interviews, Former
TSWPO CEO; TSWPO CEOQ). For organisations looking to scale up their work, this
funding stream was unstable, with tight margins. This instability provided a catalyst for
some organisations to seek a greater public profile to support their work, encouraging
potential funders to approach them, and to pursue other more long-term sources of

funding, such as through philanthropic grants.

This phase saw a marked rise in visibility for TSWPOs, though more in the broader field
of social mobility than in widening participation specifically. The precarious
environment for widening participation work during this phase, particularly in terms of
the removal of national funding and a shift towards focusing on social mobility and fair
access in policy, was met by an increased interest from TSWPOs in raising their public
profile, including within policy. Organisations during this period often adopted a sold

services model, enabled by the expansion of academies and alignment with agendas
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around social mobility and encouragement of ‘innovative’ approaches to increasing
attainment of pupils in deprived areas. Access to networks that supported social
enterprise in education also appears to have been an enabling factor for some of these
organisations to become established, as was access to schools or universities as direct
funders. In contrast to the previous phase, almost no funding came from government,
nor were there philanthropists wholly backing single projects, potentially as a result of
the fallout of the 2008 financial crisis and changing political climate in the form of the

2010 election and formation of a coalition government.

4.1.3 The WP market for TSWPOs (2014-2017)

Established in this period: CoachBright (2014); Oxbridge Prospects (2015), Project
Access to Top Universities (2016); Universify Education (2016); First Star Scholars
(2017).

The publication of the joint OFFA and HEFCE Strategy for Access and Student Success in
2014 noted that ‘Higher education providers, schools, colleges, communities,
employers and, where appropriate, the third sector need to collaborate effectively and
strategically’ (OFFA & HEFCE, 2014a: 8). From 2014, in its guidance to universities on
the production of access agreements, OFFA also updated its definition of collaboration
to include third sector organisations as potential partners (OFFA, 2014b). As OFFA
moved to encouraging universities to set collaborative targets from 2015, this was a
notable shift in the status of third sector organisations within OFFA guidance, from
previously unrecognised to jointly responsible for delivering on WP targets.
Encouragement for universities to engage with TSWPOs also came from other sources,

with the Social Mobility Commission’s 2014 State of the Nation report stating that

‘Third sector schemes, such as IntoUniversity and the Brilliant Club, are all
trying to improve the grades of disadvantaged students and increase
the awareness of the higher education options. Universities and schools
should continue to support these types of programmes and ensure robust
evaluation’ (Child Poverty and Social Mobility Commission, 2014: 223)
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These encouragements and shifts in language from OFFA and HEFCE were largely
representative of existing practice within the sector, with many universities already
having entered into partnerships with organisations like IntoUniversity and The
Brilliant Club by 2014 (Access agreements, 2014-15 e.g. Nottingham, King’s College
London). However, competitive pressures between institutions and increasing scrutiny
from OFFA during this period made working with TSWPOs as partners and promoting
this an increasingly attractive proposition for some universities. For selective
universities particularly, references to TSWPOs in their access agreements appear to
have been part of establishing credibility for their work, with organisations mentioned
in the 2009 and 2012 Milburn reports often referred to by name, in contrast to other
nameless ‘charities’” mentioned. In contrast to universities, many TSWPQOs had a
positive public profile with OFFA and political figures, particularly in terms of
demonstrating their impact and value for money. TSWPOs and other TSOs are also
frequently referenced in terms of their expertise and capacity to reach target groups.
Royal Holloway’s 2017/18 access agreement makes this point ‘Much of Royal
Holloway’s outreach activity is delivered in collaboration with other providers to
ensure that the intended target groups are reached, and to provide value for money’
(Royal Holloway, 2016). As OFFA was stressing the necessity of collaboration, requiring
collaborative targets from 2016 access agreements, TSWPOs offered universities the
opportunity to collaborate in ways that did not require them to navigate relationships
with their competitor institutions. In a context of a shrinking young population and
pressure on all institutions to succeed in a competitive marketplace, navigating
collaborative relationships between institutions without the additional funding and
structures of national programmes like Aimhigher was increasingly challenging. The
challenges of competition were noted even where collaborative funding was available,

such as in the case of NNCOs (Stevenson, McCaig & Madriaga, 2017).

The status of some TSWPOs within policy during this period was further enhanced,
with selected TSWPOs now regularly invited contributors to consultations and reviews
of social mobility policy (see appendix...). Several were involved in the Universities UK

2016 Social Mobility Advisory Group and were called to give evidence to the All-Party
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Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Social Mobility, which published its first report, ‘The
Class Ceiling’, in 2017 (APPG on Social Mobility, 2017). Significantly for the Sutton
Trust, they were appointed Secretariat to the APPG in 2015, a role they have held ever
since, with the potential to act as gatekeepers for suitable forms of evidence to be
presented. The involvement of TSWPOs also extended to invitations to discuss the
structures and regulations that should govern university widening participation
activity, such as the OfS Regulatory Framework for Higher Education (OfS, 2018). This
engagement with policy went two ways, with some TSWPOs being invited to engage
with consultations and TSWPOs also beginning to organise to represent their views to
government, to OFFA and to HEFCE, often through the media. In November 2015,
following the publication of an HE green paper which proposed the creation of the
Office for Students and a new Director for Fair Access role, some TSWPOs publicly
commented on their concerns that WP may be slipping from the government’s
agenda, with several also responding to the public consultation (e.g. Shukla, 16 Nov,

2015; Sutton Trust, 3 Dec 2015).

Some organisations also began seeking a higher profile for their work and ideas
through other means, including publications, awards and conferences. In 2015, The
Brilliant Club partnered with King’s College London to host their first annual
conference, which featured a speech by the Director of Fair Access urging universities
to make faster progress on widening participation and generated press coverage in
several mainstream news outlets (e.g. BBC News, 8 July 2015). In the same year, The
Brilliant Club won the Guardian Charity Award and IntoUniversity were chosen as the
charity partner for the Times Higher Education Awards. In 2017 and again in 2018,
Brightside partnered with the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) to produce two
publications showcasing a range of suggestions for widening participation policy and
practice (HEPI, 2017; 2018). These efforts by TSWPOs, whether conferences or
publications, often referenced not only their own work but provided opportunities to
make connections to political figures or to represent ideas about widening
participation policy and practice. They were not explicitly political or controversial but

frequently engaged with questions about WP policy, rather than focusing on practices.
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It is important to note that engaging with and gaining a public profile was not a feature
for all TSWPOs in this period. It is consistently the same organisations who appear to
have a presence in policy and in the media — The Sutton Trust, Brightside,
IntoUniversity, The Bridge Group and upReach, with occasional involvement from The
Access Project and the Social Mobility Foundation. Smaller TSWPOs and those
particularly reliant on school relationships do not appear consistently, nor do they
engage with explicit policy activities such as responding to public consultations (see

appendix..).

Although this period did see more explicit encouragement in policy documents and
guidance for the work of TSWPOs, this was still largely through individual relationships
between universities or schools and individual TSWPOs. These arrangements were
often insecure, based on short-term commitments of funding. National projects, in the
form of National Networks for Collaborative Outreach (NNCO) running from 2014-
2016, and the National Collaborative Outreach Project (NCOP) from 2017, were still
funded through HEPs, meaning that TSWPOs were not essential partners and were
often engaged more as contractors than long-term deliverers, again leading to fears of
financial instability from TSWPOs (Interviews Trustee TSWPO; CEO TSWPO). However,
both NNCO and NCOPs also provided growth opportunities for TSWPOs, particularly to
expand outside of London, where most were founded. Within NNCOs, 15 of 34
consortia engaged with local partners, including third sector organisations. The
structure of NCOP in particular, being expected to set up and deliver on targets rapidly
in order to ensure continued funding, provided an incentive to newly founded
consortia to work with established organisations. Some consortia have also felt that
the targeting of the programme has been an enabling factor in working with partners,
particularly third sector organisations (OfS, 2019). Across 29 NCOPs, 47 charities were
involved in the first 2 years of delivery (OfS, 2019), though these mostly appear to have
been as sub-contractors or contributing members, rather than involved in design or
steering the programme. Several TSWPOs appear to have viewed the NCOPs as an
important commercial opportunity, with some consortia describing feeling

‘bombarded’ by offers from TSOs (OfS, 2019). NCOP has provided some TSOs with a
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very significant income stream (Causeway received 82% of its income from NCOP in
2018/9) but also a precarious one as established consortia started to move away from
contracted activity in the second phase of the programme from 2019 (Interviews

Trustee, TSWPO; CEO, TWSPO).

During this phase, a small number of established TSWPOs began to receive larger
grants from philanthropic foundations, specifically the Esme Fairbairn Foundation, the
Garfield Weston Foundation, The Dulverton Trust, the Wolfson Foundation and
Impetus-PEF (charitybase.uk). Many of these had been making grants to educational
charities for several years, with all being prior or current funders of the Sutton Trust,
but now appear to have been focusing some of their funding around social mobility
initiatives. This was particularly true of Impetus-PEF, whose model includes not only
providing funding but attempting to increase the ‘effectiveness’ of the organisations
they fund or ‘partners’. This ‘venture philanthropy’ model was gaining in popularity
more broadly and, in some cases, includes encouragement for organisations to
consider their impact in terms of long-term and sustainable change, which includes
looking at influencing their policy environment (Ball, 2008; 2017). Impetus-PEF was
formed through a merger of two venture philanthropy organisations in 2013,
combining the Impetus Trust, co-founders of the EEF, and The Private Equity
Foundation, formerly managers of the UK's first social impact bond focused on
outcomes for young people not in education, employment or training. One of its first
investments as a merged foundation was The Brilliant Club, followed the next year by
The Access Project. Both joined IntoUniversity, who Impetus had funded since 2007,
following an introduction from the Sutton Trust. As part of its support of all three
organisations, and several other similar TSOs, Impetus has encouraged collaboration
for all to engage with policy, including putting out joint commentary on areas of WP

policy (e.g. Impetus, 23 June 2017).

This phase involved a more public profile for some established TSWPOs, with clear
indications of their involvement in policy discussions and debate. Several developed

closer relationships with government and political figures through participation in
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consultations and providing platforms for political figures. There were also funding
opportunities presented by the creation of national outreach programmes and by the
challenges of inter-university collaboration for TSWPOs to offer their services to
universities and schools. Funding for WP was still primarily held by HEPs, both as a
result of their accountability for access work as part of higher fees and in the models of
funding distribution for national projects like NCOP. However, there were increasing
calls for some of that funding to go indirectly to TSWPOs as part of access agreement
spend or to establish more direct models of government funding for access and
success initiatives (e.g. Milburn, 2012; Teach First, 2016). However, even for larger
organisations this funding was precarious, with some becoming heavily reliant on
short-term funding arrangements with universities or government funded projects.
Those with connections sought alternative funding arrangements, particularly from
philanthropic foundations who were taking an increasing interest in widening
participation and social mobility work. Many of these took a venture philanthropy
approach, encouraging greater engagement by funded TSWPOs in policy or in
demonstrating impact. The engagement between TSWPOs and policy in this phase
appears to have focused around sharing ideas and encouraging government and

universities to see them as viable and credible deliverers of WP work.

4.1.4 Collaboration and policy action (2018-2021)

Established in this period: The Elephant Group (2018); AccessED (2019); TASO (2019);
Zero Gravity (2020)

By the time the Office for Students officially opened in 2018, TSWPOs were established
as part of the organisations expected to play a role in delivering on WP targets and as
valuable contributors to discussions about the future direction of widening
participation policy. Both the outgoing and incoming Director of Fair Access and
Director of Access and Participation respectively, made reference to the ‘vibrant’ third
sector (Milward, 5 Mar 2018; Ebdon, 26 Mar 2018) as part of the landscape of

organisations to deliver on WP policy. From 2018, their embeddedness within the
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activities of the sector was also reflected in their increasing membership and active
participation in several networks, including the Higher Education Access Tracker

(HEAT) and National Educational Opportunities Network (NEON). Since 2018, the most
established organisations with a profile in policy through engagement with
consultations and policy networks continued to engage closely with the Office for
Students but there was a shift away from focusing solely on HE in organisations’ focus.
The social and political climate during this phase was heavily influenced by the crises of
Brexit and then Covid-19 and, on a more local level, by a regulatory regime focused on
targets and supporting a competitive HE market. TSWPOs extended and adapted their

approaches as a result, to support continued funding and to secure their positions.

By the early 2020s several TSWPOs had a history of several years’ participation in
consultations on social mobility and HE policy, along with established networks that
supported political and media engagement. The announcement of the Augar review of
post-18 education funding, as well as subsequent leaks and interim reports prompted
some of these more established TSWPOs to release a joint statement in November
2018. The statement, signed by six charity CEOs, called on the government to protect
widening participation funding and to not impose a cap on student numbers. This
position was reiterated in an updated statement in February 2019, now signed by eight
TSO CEOs and by the CEO of the Russell Group. This group formed into the Fair Access
Coalition, a coalition of nine organisations (seven TSWPOs, one WPO and Impetus)
subsequently also making statements around A-level grading in 2020 and around fair
admissions in 2021. The statements made by this group were initially around funding,
something that presented a direct threat to their own income, but their 2020
statement on A-level grading was a direct call to government to take specific actions
around calculating student grades, particularly to protect young people from
‘disadvantaged’ backgrounds. This was a response to the circumstances surrounding
the Covid-19 pandemic in which young people were unable to sit final exams and had
their grades calculated by a mix of teacher predictions and a nationally applied
algorithm to combat grade inflation. The algorithm was scrapped following significant

controversy and public outcry, including from TSWPOs. Their 2021 commentary on fair
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admissions was more speculative, offering broad principles for designing a fair

admissions system but not calling for specific action.

The increasing focus of the OfS on outcomes and targets for HEPs was supported by
several TSWPOs who, drawing on measures of impact taken from the charity sector,
have been keen to emphasise their own skills in evaluation (Interviews, TSWPO CEO;
TSWPO Trustee). Prompted by the necessity of proving impact to funders, particularly
funders themselves concerned with demonstrating ‘impact’ through quantitative
measures of progress, as well as alignment with the work of organisations like EEF,
TSWPOs have built up a reputation as effective evaluators, with some offering their
evaluation services on a consultancy basis to other organisations (e.g Brilliant Club,
Bridge Group). This reputation and practice extends beyond the foremost organisation
in this space, the Sutton Trust, with organisations like upReach also being contracted
to deliver research for the Social Mobility Commission, the Bridge Group partnering
with the SMC to deliver employer toolkits and the Brilliant Club delivering workshops
on evaluation for practitioners. A small number of TSWPOs also developed ‘advisory
groups’ or similar activities in this period, engaging academics and other ‘experts’ in
both steering the work of the organisation and, on occasion, feeding into research and
evaluation work (e.g. Bridge Group, n.d.). The establishment of an ‘evidence and
impact exchange’ by OfS in 2018 also led to the creation of a new independent
organisation, Transforming Access and Student Outcomes in Higher Education (TASO).
TASO’s funding from OfS was specifically designed as an initial grant, with the
expectation that the organisation would become a self-funding charitable
organisation. This model of ‘incubating’ ‘state sponsored social enterprises’ (Somers,
2013) is similar to that applied to the Behavioural Insights Team, initially funded by the
Cabinet Office, now jointly owned by the Cabinet Office, NESTA and employees and a
co-founder of TASO. TASO took on the aims of OfS as its charitable mission and is

designed to be self-funding from 2023 (TASO, n.d.).

Over the course of this research, which began by searching for organisations in 2018,

several organisations initially identified as focused on access to higher education have
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shifted their focus towards work with employers and to employment outcomes. Even
the Sutton Trust have recently moved away from largely concentrating on HE as a
route to social mobility to also promoting employer-led routes such as
apprenticeships. In the early phases of this work some organisations like My Big Career
framed their work around issues of access to higher education, seeing access to HE as
a major step towards social mobility and career success. As government policy towards
HE and social mobility appears limited on resources, organisations have moved their
focus towards initiatives that focus on the role that employers can play. Employers
have been encouraged by initiatives like the social mobility awards and the social
mobility index, set up by TSWPOs Making the Leap and the Social Mobility Foundation
respectively, to demonstrate their commitment to addressing the socio-economic mix
of their organisations. The Bridge Group, in particular, have worked closely with the
Social Mobility Commission and with major employers to produce an employer toolkit
outlining measures that they should take within their organisation

(Socialmobilityworks, 2022).

The development of TSWPOs in this phase has been both a continuation of previous
work, with increased focus on policy and impact work, and a shift away from a focus
on universities. Some TSWPOs have become more publicly outspoken, grouping
together as TSOs to make statements on education policy and practice. Their status as
organisations with particular expertise in evaluation (Harrison et. al., 2018) has been
solidified during this period, extending beyond the activities of the Sutton Trust to a
range of TSWPO evaluation activity. However, maintaining engagement with policy
and with WP work has been challenging for several organisations during this period,
some of whom have adapted their activity as the funding and policy environment has
moved away from a focus on HE entry. Despite this, organisations focused on HE
access and success continue to be set up, with strong support for a charitable or social
enterprise structure as a viable approach to solving WP policy problems ranging from

access to HE to supporting transition to graduate professions.
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4.2 The roles and activities of TSWPOs

The account of TSWPO development and engagement with policy in the previous
sections provides an overview of TSWPO activities and trends in four phases. These
phases do not neatly align with policy developments in third sector or WP policy but
reflect trends within both, including the shifting emphasis of responsibilities in WP
policy and a broad enthusiasm and commitment from government to applying market
principles to education and to the charity sector. There are also other trends in policy
making and in governance, particularly in relation to delivering social benefits, that
appear to also be reflected in the activities of TSWPOs. Many of these have been
identified in previous chapters but not explored specifically in relation to the activities
of TSWPOs. The following sections therefore examine some of the roles and activities
of TSWPOs in relation to three connected trends: the development of governance
through networks; the role of ‘ideas organisations’ in policy; and the development of

‘impact measurement’.

4.2.1 TSWPOs in policy networks

In recent years researchers have drawn attention to TSOs as significant actors in
education ‘policy networks’ (e.g. Ball, 2012; Williamson, 2014). They offer an account
of how education policy increasingly involves ‘networked governance’, where
configurations of organisations and individuals are creating ‘new sites of influence,
decision making and policy action’ (Ball, 2008: 761). Governance through networks, as
a legitimate model of ‘doing’ policy, has particular relevance for the WP policy arena.
The issue of ‘social mobility’, with which WP has been closely associated, has been
described as a ‘wicked’ policy problem which, in theory, requires the sort of
collaboration and solutions associated with policy networks (Ball & Junemann, 2011).
HE policy making, often split across government departments, has also tended to be
formed over long periods of interaction with multiple sources in and outside
government (Shattock, 2012), suggesting the existence of networks is a feature of HE

policymaking. Within WP work, networks are also a common feature, with universities
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creating their own regional and mission-group based WP networks such as those
developed by the Russell Group or Linking London, and the continuing development of
practitioner networks such as NEON, FACE and the more recent PURSUE network for
working class practitioners. There have also been several policy focused networks,
including those coordinated by the Bridge Group, by Teach First and by Impetus. It is
notable that these networks have included the input of political figures such as the
Director of Fair Access and the Chair of the Social Mobility and Child Poverty
Commission, and that events hosted by them have included policy announcements,

suggesting that these may be significant sites for policy ideas.

Within policy networks, organisations and individuals who can make connections
across sectoral boundaries, can shape and legitimise discourses and offer practical
solutions, can be highly influential in shaping policy. TSOs, in particular, can create
roles for themselves within these networks that take advantage of their public image
as ‘non-political or pre-political’ (Rose, 1999:188) and in some ways ‘better’ than
alternatives in the public or private sectors, whether ethically or in terms of structures
that make it more effective at tackling social issues (Macmillan, 2015). They are also
often able to draw on their construction as ‘hybrid’ organisations (Billis, 2010),
something seen particularly in the formations of organisations like the Sutton Trust, a
self-described ‘do tank’, and TASO, a government-incubated yet independent
organisation. Some explicitly hybrid organisations, such as think tanks or ‘edu-
businesses’, have found that spanning boundaries is a strength of their work, with their
‘indistinction’ offering opportunities to draw on the authority and resources of their
parent fields in varying configurations (Medvetz, 2012). TSWPOs and others are
identifying the role of ‘connector’ as part of their function within WP, as this comment
by Anne-Marie Canning, formerly Director of Social Mobility at King’s College London

and now CEO of The Brilliant Club, illustrates:

...charities can be galvanising and drive a faster pace of change within the
widening participation ecosystem, as they act as trusted connectors between

schools, businesses and universities. (Canning, 2018: 38)
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Even beyond their individual ‘boundary spanning’ construction, over the past twenty
years, and particularly since 2010, TSWPOs have become prominent in both
participating in and coordinating the many different forms of policy network that make
up network governance in WP. These include, for example, sector networks and
membership bodies usually comprised of university staff, such as the National
Education Opportunities Network (NEON), and more formal consultation and working
groups, such as the Universities UK Social Mobility Advisory Group (see appendix iv).
They have also been active in setting up their own networks, such as the Bridge
Group’s ‘Fellows’ programme, and several run cross-sectoral conferences and events
featuring involvement from civil servants and government ministers. Teach First, a
prominent actor in global education policy networks (Ball, 2008), has coordinated one
of the largest formal cross-sector networks, the ‘Fair Education Alliance’, who
campaign on and devise solutions to education issues including WP. The Sutton Trust,
in its role as secretary to the Social Mobility Commission and All-Party Parliamentary
Group on Social Mobility, also has a coordinating role, with some authority to act as a

gatekeeper to engagement with policy discussions.

Whilst policy networks can open up policy making to more groups and individuals, they
can also increase its opacity as it is often unclear ‘what may have been said to whom,
where, with what effect and in exchange for what’ (Ball, 2008: 761). Policy networks
can also be exclusive, with some types of organisations excluded and many networks
formed largely on the basis of prior relationships and similar ideologies (Ball &
Junemann, 2011). Within WP, many policy networks and sites of influence are
seemingly closely connected with many long-standing alliances. This is the case for
TSOs as well as universities, as around half of TSWPOs identified for this research have
close financial and personal links to one or both of The Sutton Trust or Teach First.
There is also some convergence around funding, with just seven organisations
receiving sometimes overlapping grants from major UK philanthropic foundations and
trusts. This convergence of philanthropic funding around particular issues and to small
numbers of organisations has been observed in education philanthropy in the US,

where funding is increasingly going to organisations acting as ‘jurisdictional
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challengers’ to state education provision (Reckhow, 2016). Although the concept of
‘jurisdictional challengers’ is of less relevance in the UK HE arena, as TSOs are working
outside the established domain of WP as being enacted by universities, they present a
challenge to how WP has traditionally been ‘done’ by universities. Funding also favours
those organisations engaging with research and lobbying at national level (Reckhow,
2016). Although this has the effect of amplifying ‘new voices’ in education policy, it
potentially comes at the expense of other voices and can legitimize particular policy
solutions. In the US and the UK, there are indications that there are common
discourses around the purpose of education and particularly around building
evaluation systems of teacher quality in the US (Reckhow, 2016) and notions of
disadvantage, merit and enterprise in the UK (Ball & Junemann, 2011). These shared
ideas and associated activity of philanthropists can sometimes serve to narrow political
debate, based as they sometimes are on the experiences and viewpoints of a small
number of wealthy patrons for whom these concepts have particular significance. In
WP, this can have implications for who is seen as a ‘worthy’ target for activity and
what is seen as a successful outcome, as seen in the convergence of funding around

the issue of ‘Fair Access’.

4.2.2 TSWPOs as ‘ideas organisations’

In a context of networked governance, in which expertise and ideas outside
government are routinely sought and valued, there have been opportunities for
individuals and organisations to translate knowledge and provide ‘simple messages
that can easily be understood by politicians, policy makers and the public’ (Ball & Exley,
2010: 153). UK policymaking has seen an increasing presence of ideas organisations,
such as think tanks and ‘public policy labs’, as well as demand for organisations and
individuals who can act as policy ‘experts’ (Ball & Exley, 2010). In this space, there are
indications that some third sector organisations are positioned or are positioning
themselves to operate as ‘mediators’ or ‘catalysts, brokers, and fixers of new ideas’
(Williamson, 2013: 5), linking media, public and political interest in generating and

presenting ideas. Although this is a space generally occupied by think tanks, there are
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also many, like Williamson’s example (2013) of NESTA, registered charities who do not
consider themselves think tanks. The Sutton Trust, referred to as a ‘do tank’, appears
to play a ‘mediator’ role in its research activities, co-funded programmes and
promotion of policy ideas such as a lottery for school and university admissions (Sutton
Trust, 27 Feb 2014). Other TSOs in WP similarly appear to also be seeking to invite
media and public engagement with their ideas, such as Brightside, whose former-CEO
regularly wrote opinion pieces for the Huffington Post, WonkHE and The Guardian, and
who have co-produced publications with the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI),

an independent think tank.

Even within policy structures which might appear to exclude TSWPOs as major players,
being neither stated subjects or enactors of policy, there are still indications that their
expertise is valued and that their opinions are consulted when designing policy. They
have been frequently named as expert witnesses or panellists for reports on widening
participation and social mobility, including ‘Unleashing Aspiration’ (Panel on Fair
Access to the Professions, 2009); ‘University Challenge’ (Milburn, 2012) and the final
report of the Universities UK Social Mobility Advisory Group (Social Mobility Advisory
Group, 2016). Several were also named as advisors on specific policies and strategies
including The National Strategy for Access and Student Success (OFFA & HEFCE, 2014)
and the OfS Regulatory Framework for Higher Education (OfS, 2018). Representatives
from TSWPOs have also acted in advisory and supporting capacities on bodies such as
HEFCEs EQUALL board (DfEE, 2000) and OFFA’s advisory group (OFFA, 2015). Several
interviewees for this thesis have also referred to being ‘called in’ to the Cabinet Office
or the DfE (and other iterations) to participate in discussions about WP policy under
Labour, coalition and Conservative governments. The expertise and opinion of WP
TSOs also appears directly through the form of citations of TSWPO research in policy.
References to Sutton Trust research are commonplace in WP policy documents but
research by upReach, the Bridge Group and the Social Mobility Foundation are also
referenced (OFFA & HEFCE, 2014) and TSWPOs have been commissioned directly by
the Social Mobility Commission to undertake research relevant to their work (SMC,

2019).
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Even where TSWPOs may not seem to be presenting or advocating for particular
courses of action, their status as well-networked pragmatic experts creates
opportunities to validate or disseminate ideas about policy. As participants in policy
networks, which allow ‘new voices, sources of authority and discourses into policy
thinking” (Williamson, 2013:3), third sector actors are arguably contributing to both
generating and legitimising policy problems and solutions (Ball & Junemann, 2012).
TSO involvement in shaping discourses in WP can be seen in the case of the Sutton
Trust and the notion of ‘fair access’ as a valid and significant policy problem. Initial
policy approaches to WP primarily (though not exclusively) focused on access for all
young people to all forms of HE. However, from around 2000-2010, despite HE policy
still including national outreach initiatives and funded expansion of alternative HE
routes, both public and policy debate became increasingly focused on the participation
of young people at the most selective universities and courses. Many policy documents
and issue statements set out by TSWPOs and universities take the evidence of the
need for this focus to be research published by The Sutton Trust which focused on
entry to ‘leading’ universities (e.g. DBIS, 2009; Panel on Fair Access to the Professions,
2009). This research has also been seen by some as the conceptual basis for the notion
of ‘fair access’ as a separate strand of WP relating specifically to entry to selective
institutions and courses (McCaig, 2015). Although The Sutton Trust were and are not
only organisation interested in this strand of WP, the research and associated media
activity they coordinated was high profile and enduring. It attracted discussion in both
houses of parliament and the measures that they used within the research, which
identified ‘top’ UK universities as either the ‘Sutton Trust 13’ or later, the ‘Sutton Trust
30’, were picked up by universities, government, media and TSOs as recognisable
categorisation for determining ‘elite’ HE institutions, suggesting a certain authority

conferred by their use.

4.2.3 TSWPOs as evaluators

Ozga (2008) and Ball & Exley (2010) have suggested that governance through policy

networks has also required a shift in the types of knowledge needed to govern. In
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education, this has been seen in the adoption of metrics as a supposedly ideologically
neutral and effective ‘political technology’ to both determine and monitor policy
problems (Grek & Ozga, 2010). In this context, the type of knowledge produced and
presented by TSOs has particular advantages as the third sector has been seen as a
‘pragmatic’ ally to government, removed from ideological debates (Kendall, 2011).
Many TSOs in WP are closely aligned to the ‘what works’ approach enthusiastically
adopted by government, positioning them to offer the sort of pragmatic and politically
neutral types of ‘evidence’ most favoured by government. This has led to close
partnerships with government, including The Sutton Trust co-founding the Education
Endowment Foundation (EEF), the government’s ‘what works centre’ for education,
and the close involvement of organisations like The Bridge Group with the affiliate
‘what works centre’ for WP. Outside these government collaborations, TSOs are also
active in promoting their approaches to evidence and innovation, such as through the
Brilliant Club’s ‘research seminar series’ or Causeway’s ‘Ideas Labs’. In contrast to
university WP activity and programmes like Aimhigher, which have been regularly
criticised for poor evidence and evaluation, TSWPO approaches, which include
commissioning external evaluations and favouring quantitative assessments of impact,
have been widely praised by policymakers. The approaches to evaluation and to
disseminating evaluation favoured by TSWPOs have aligned closely with trends on
evaluation in education and in the charity sector, including collaborations by upReach
with the Behavioural Insights Team, and adoption of measures like ‘social return on

investment’ or NESTA’s ‘standards of evidence’.

TSWPOs have established a reputation as effective evaluators, with both the 2009 and
2012 Milburn reports referring to the work of third sector organisations being ‘well-
evidenced’. Evaluation and promotion of evaluation has formed part of the work of
TSWPOs for several years, partly prompted by necessity of attracting funding, making
them more well versed in the language and practices of evaluation, even if facing many
of the same challenges as HEPs (Harrison et al., 2018). Evaluation and production of
‘evidence’ has also formed a core part of the work of several TSWPOs, particularly the

Bridge Group, whose 2016 report for the Civil Service examining socio-economic
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diversity in its ‘fast stream’ programme was sent to major employers across England
with an endorsement from the Minister for the Cabinet Office and Paymaster General.
From their initial origins as a policy network, intended to provide a ‘voice’ for the
sector to government, the Bridge Group now describes itself as a ‘non-profit
consultancy’ that helps ‘organisations and others to build the evidence base needed to
make change’ (Bridge Group, n.d). Network events, convening and dissemination still
form part of its work but it is its expertise and reputation in working with data that
sustains it financially. The Brilliant Club also offers research consultancy as part of its
portfolio of activities and upReach has developed a suite of data tools for individuals
and organisations around contextual recruitment that support its income. Both
upReach and IntoUniversity have also been commissioned by the Social Mobility
Commission and Cabinet Office respectively to carry out bespoke research projects.
Data and evaluation has therefore become a core part of the business for many

TSWPOs in recent years (McCaig, Rainford & Squire, 2022).

4.3 TSWPOs as third sector policy actors

This chapter has examined the development and activities of organisations identified
as TSWPOs since 1997. It has focused particularly on aspects of their development that
relate to policy and to the policy contexts of widening participation and the third
sector. It has also identified how these organisations have been dealt with within
policy and what their status might be considered to be as policy actors. It has identified
particular roles taken up by these organisations, specifically as experts, mediators,
evaluators and ideas organisations, and that this is partly facilitated by their
participation in networks that form part of how policy is ‘made’ within education. It
has identified where they have fed into the validation or construction of policy,
through their participation in formal and informal processes of consultation and
evidence gathering. For two organisations in particular, the Sutton Trust and the
Bridge Group, it has also identified where there have been more direct links between
its activities and specific policy initiatives, including the creation of a national summer

schools programme and the promotion of an employer toolkit for social mobility.
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However, even in these cases, there are not many clear indications of TSWPOs taking
up detailed policy positions or, where they have, that these have had any influence on
policy formation. Despite this, for some of these organisations, there is an active
interest in engaging with policy, even where this policy may not be directly related to
their activities. It is also clear that, despite a challenging funding environment for many
TSWPOs, this has not stopped an appetite for their development, with new
organisations focused on widening access continuing to be founded and finding ways
to fund their work. In more recent years, there has been both greater integration of
TSWPOs into the work of widening participation though delivery of national
programmes and participation in practitioner networks, and also attempts to
distinguish themselves, coming together to make policy statements and emphasise
their roles as expert organisations and connectors. Beyond the account provided here,
which is largely based in policy documents and the public presentations of TSWPOs
through their websites, annual reports and press engagement (references and
appendix vi), this thesis is seeking to understand how and why these organisations
have sought to engage with policy. It aims to uncover the interpretations and strategic
decision making behind their actions and how they have interpreted their policy
environment. In doing so, this thesis aims to understand how particular forms of
organisations can and do become policy actors and in what ways they feel they can
have influence. This extends some of the analysis and research presented here, which
looks at these organisations as part of a system, to examine the practices and
motivations of individuals as a means by which to understand policy action at an
organisational level. The following chapters therefore examine how it is possible to
study organisations at this level, how to understand policy and policy actions in this

context and sets out the parameters and design of this research.
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Chapter five: Concepts

5.1 Introduction

The previous chapters have provided an overview of the organisations that are the
focus of this thesis, and of the policy context in which they are working and have
worked over the past two decades. This and the following chapter describe and explain
the design of this research, first looking at the concepts and theories employed within
this study and then the methodology and methods applied. There are multiple
approaches to the study of policy and to the study of organisations and hence this
chapter clarifies the positions taken within this research and situates them in relation
to research addressing similar questions of policy influence and policy actions. In
setting out the concepts and theories that have been relevant to the design and
interpretation of this research, | also articulate where this thesis contributes to the
study of policy, of influence within policy networks and of enactment. By employing an
understanding of policy as authority, expertise and order and using this as a
framework to explore policy actions and their influence in context, this thesis makes a
theoretical contribution to the study of policy, and particularly to the study of policy
influence within networks. This thesis also demonstrates the value of examining policy
as enactment, as well as text, for exploring the influence of those acting within policy

networks.

This chapter explores two concepts — policy and enactment — one theory, in the form
of field theory, and additionally ‘policy networks’, which have been applied as both
concept and theory but are used here more conceptually i.e. the existence and
structures of such networks is not used to make explanatory claims about the
behaviours of actors within them. The application of these concepts and theories
should be placed within the wider methodological framework of this thesis which
draws on interpretive policy analysis, underpinned by a critical realist ontology. A
further explanation of the interpretive policy approach and how this relates to the

study of policy and policy networks is therefore included within discussion of these
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concepts. For each of these concepts/theories, a description and a brief explanation of
how they have been applied in similar research is combined with an articulation of
their relevance to this research topic and questions. This chapter concludes with an

explanation of how these concepts work together within this research.

5.2 What is policy?

There are many varied approaches to studying policy, with the choice of method and
approach often stemming from assumptions about what policy is, what it does, and
how it can be understood. This thesis uses a definition of policy that indicated that, in
its broadest sense, policy can be understood as ‘a structured commitment of
important resources’ and therefore is relevant not only to government but also to
other structures including organisations, discourses and technologies of rule
(Colebatch, 2005). Public policy, as what governments choose to do or not do, is the
starting point of this thesis, but this includes acknowledging the complexity of
‘government’ as a composite of diverse activities and interests, not distinct from the
‘public’. In using an interpretive approach to studying policy, | focus not on policy as
text but on the ‘meanings that policies have for a broad range of policy-relevant
publics’ (Yanow, 1999: 8). In an interpretative approach, policy is not a specific
document or course of action, nor is analysis of policy limited to intent and structure.
Instead, the focus is on interpretation and understanding as a means to understand
actions, and outcomes. This contrasts with views of policy as an object or structure
created by government, which focuses primarily on intent, outcomes and change.
Instead, particular attention is paid to the mechanisms and processes that make
certain policies thinkable. This thesis particularly draws on a view that ‘policy cannot
be treated simply as an object, a product or an outcome but, rather, as a process,

something ongoing, interactional and unstable.” (Ball, 2017: 9).

An interpretive view of policy analysis is intended to recognise the complexity of policy
and to acknowledge the importance of meaning making to understanding how policy is

‘done’. However, recognising this complexity presents challenges in then attempting to
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analyse it, whether as text, actions or ideas. This thesis draws on the work of Hal K.
Colebatch (2002; 2006; 1999) in defining policy, and particularly on a description of
policy as composed of ‘authority, order and expertise’ (2002), to address some of this
complexity. In Colebatch’s description, policy is not reducible to these three elements
but these offer a means by which to understand how policy is done. They are elements
common to multiple definitions of policy, which emphasise the need for authorised
decision makers, for ordered structures and for relevant knowledge or ‘expertise’.
Colebatch therefore draws on varied definitions of these concepts, focusing on their
functions within policy rather than on specific forms. Expertise or expert knowledge is
one basis for participation in the policy process, where policy is seen as a process of
skilled problem solving (Colebatch, 2002). Authority functions to legitimate a policy
idea. It gives standing and a ‘right’ to participate to actors within policy, framing policy
action to ‘make it easier for some people, and more difficult for others’ (Colebatch,
2002: 27). Finally, order is the capacity to ‘make’ policy happen and what structures
actions as part of policy. Further examination of these elements and how they function
within widening participation policy specifically, forms part of chapter nine of this

thesis.

Colebatch examines the elements of authority, order and expertise, not as fixed and
essential components, but as fluid and interacting, being relevant to different policies
at different times. For example, ‘expertise’ is not a neutral concept. Authority is often
a factor in determining which knowledges are designated as expertise in policy. Order,
through the presence of committees or processing of consultation is also often needed
to access and legitimise expertise within policy. These elements can form different
configurations for different policy context. A controversial policy might require more
and different elements of expertise to one that has political consensus. Examining
policy in this way allows for assessment of both policy and politics, or the social
conditions in which policy is thought, becomes authorised and is communicated.
Colebatch’s description of policy is intended as a practical guide to understand and
analyse policy in action, rather than as a definition of policy. It is applied within this

thesis as an explanatory framework, as in drawing on commonly understood and
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practical experiences of how policy is done, it maps closely to how those seeking to
shape policy frame their own actions and those of others. It is therefore a relevant

framework for exploring the idea of influence as practice.

5.3 Policy enactment

One further approach adopted within this thesis to establish what is relevant to the
study of policy, is the application of the concept of policy ‘enactment’. Analysis of
policy is frequently concerned with understanding the outcomes or the effects of
policy, particularly public policy and particularly policy change. Understanding what
happens when a policy becomes encoded into text and artifacts, and then moves to
become practices, is sometimes examined as a process of ‘implementation’. This
implies a relatively straightforward process in which intentions and meanings of policy
are transmitted into the practices and structures they are directed at. Success of
implementation is often considered in terms of whether policies produce desired
outcomes, with barriers to implementation including unclear communication or
resistant structures. In education policy, the concept of ‘enactment’ has been
advanced in recent years as a more effective concept for capturing the complexity of
policy in action. In contrast to implementation, enactment is an ongoing process that
does not begin with a text and have a fixed end to assess against a policy aim.
Enactment is ‘messy, incomplete and a form of interpretation and intersubjectivity in
action’ (Maguire et. al., 2015: 487). Enactment, studied often in terms of how schools
respond to and create policy, is intended to capture the subtlety of power relations
involved which are often layered and interactive. Enactment establishes policy as
continually contested and subject to different ‘interpretations’ and ‘interpretations of
interpretations’ (Ball, Maguire & Braun, 2012). Examining how policy ideas become
contextualised practices through interpretations requires that attention be paid to
which interpretations are privileged and how interpretations are developed and

constrained by individual, social and structural factors.
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The concept of enactment within widening participation policy has begun to be
explored by researchers who have explored the varying interpretations and practices
of widening participation in UK HE (e.g. Evans et. al., 2019; Rainford, 2021). The
application of the concept of enactment in these studies is particularly relevant given
the autonomy given to institutions and to practitioners in enacting WP policy. These
studies draw attention to the importance of institutional and individual context in
interpretations of WP policy and to the significance of this in reproducing deficit
discourses and institutional hierarchies. These studies highlight how hierarchies of
knowledge and of esteem within HE, discourses of ‘aspiration’ and personal
dispositions all shape national and institutional enactment of policy, with the potential
effect of limiting the scope for social justice interpretations of widening participation
to be enacted. Thus far, there have been no explorations of WP policy as enacted by
TSOs but many of the conditions identified in existing studies within universities are
also present for TSWPOs. This thesis therefore builds on this existing work to apply the

concept of studying WP policy as enactment to a different but similar context.

5.4 Policy networks

Used as both ‘metaphor and model’ (Knox et al., 2006), the concept of the network is
appealing in its flexibility and seemingly widespread utility, finding application across a
range of disciplines, including policy studies. Despite its utility, the ‘network is neither
a neutral not an uncontested concept’ (Hay, 1998:38). This is certainly true of
approaches to examining ‘policy networks’, where there is ongoing debate about the
value of network ideas in research and researchers have variously drawn upon actor-
network theory, social network analysis, ethnography and organisational theories to
construct descriptive and explanatory models. In this thesis, networks form part of
how TSWPOs attempt to influence policy and they also form part of why they take
specific approaches. The presence of policy networks and the power relationships
within them are seen as significant by interviewees and hence this is discussed and
analysed in Chapters seven, eight and nine. This thesis therefore draws on ideas of

policy network analysis advanced by policy scholars including Rhodes (1997), Marsh
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(1998), and Hay (1998), using these as a means by which to understand policy actions
within networks and the flow of policy ideas. In this conception, networks are fluid and
changing and whilst they have structure and structuring properties relevant to these
actions and the flow of ideas, unlike some studies of policy networks, the intent is not
to focus on the network to make claims about the properties of policy networks in
themselves. This is similar to Ball’s application of policy networks to the study of
education policy mobilities, in that the policy network is used as 'a descriptive and
analytic term, rather than in any normative sense' (2008: 749). Contrary to Ball’s
application however, this thesis does not intend to address networks as an object of
study in themselves but aims to build on the work of Ball and other researchers using
‘policy network ethnography’ to explore actions within networks and how those within

them see networks as relevant (or not) to their policy activities.

Policy network analysis in the UK has developed from adaptations of US models of
policy networks and is ‘one way of analysing aggregration and intermediation; the
oligopoly of the political market-place’ (Rhodes, 1997: 9). Networks are variously
defined as ‘links between actors within a particular policy domain’ (Marsh, 1998:3), ‘a
cluster or complex of organisations connected to one another by resource
dependencies’ (Rhodes, 1997:37) and are ‘strategic alliances forged around a common
agenda (however contested, however dynamic) of mutual advantage through
collective action’ (Hay, 1998:38). In focusing on the network, policy network analysis is
looking at ‘the institutionalization of power relations both within the network and
within the broader socio-economic and political context’ (Marsh & Smith, 2000: 6).
Whilst scholars agree on the presence of policy networks as a condition of modern
policymaking, particularly those who see modern policymaking as involving ‘network
governance’, distinctions arise in agreeing on the significance of such networks and
their explanatory potential in determining policy outcomes. Some applications of
policy network analysis focus on analysing the network itself, including resource
dependencies and the ‘strength’ of relations. Others focus on how ideas move within
and between networks and the actions that make some networks ‘successful’ in

making policy. Several researchers have pointed out a tendency for policy network
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analysis to be descriptive, rather than analytical, seeing this as reducing the
explanatory potential of the network concept (e.g. Dowding, 2001). For policy
sociologists, such descriptive approaches are not necessarily a weakness, as the intent
is not to establish causality in a relatively linear process but to examine conditions of
policymaking in a messy and complex one. This is the position taken within this

research.

5.5 Field theory

‘Fields’ are collections of relations in which actors are orientated towards each other
and share common understandings about the purpose of the field, relationships to
others and rules governing legitimate action within the field (Fligstein and McAdam,
2012). It is possible to talk about many different collections of relations as fields,
including organisations, family groups and professions. In this thesis, | am concerned
with a field as ‘actors who consider each other relevant with regard to specific
professional or specialised practices’ (Krause, 2018: 5) and, more specifically, with a
‘policy field’, or meso-level bounded structures which highlight roles and relationships
among organisations and individuals ‘carrying out a substantive policy and programme
area’? (Sandfort, 2010: 637). Within a defined field, actors with varying resources
compete for advantage (Fligstein and McAdam, 2011; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992),
both as individuals and collectively in groups. In any given field, the rules establishing
legitimacy can vary and can be contested, changing over time. Different approaches to
studying fields have variously emphasised their ability to establish ‘norms’ and taken-
for-granted assumptions which govern behaviour or have emphasised the symbolic
divisions and contestations within them, with different assumptions about the capacity

for actors to exercise agency within a field. In either case, there is an assumption that

2 Sandfort’s definition is used here as although her model is constructed as a means for exploring
relations in a particular geographical and political space, it is applicable to how the field of widening
participation policy is understood as specific to the UK and partially structured by public policy. It is
Sandfort’s development of this understanding of field, rather than her specific policy field framework
that is applied here.
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‘social action is best explained by reference to actors’ location in the field’ (Barman,
2016: 44). Paying attention to fields involves paying attention to power relations and
how positions are allocated and contested within them. Field theory has been a
common analytical approach for exploring collaboration, strategic action and
development of specialised practices in the third sector, with associated insights
around the role of individual actors, production of hierarchy and ‘framing’ of

organisations’ work, which are relevant to this study.

Particularly relevant to this study is also the view of fields as layered or ‘nested’, with
hierarchies between as well as within fields (Fligstein and McAdam, 2011). The
organisations selected for this study operate within at least two policy fields — that of
widening participation, as it links to their organisational purposes, and that of the
‘charity’ sector, as it links to their organisational structures. They may also consider
themselves part of or connected to other policy and/or practice fields and sub-fields,
such as social mobility, education, welfare and social enterprise. Policy fields have
been categorised as ‘horizontal’ (i.e. related to the sector of its ownership — public,
private, etc. — in this case the ‘third sector’) and ‘vertical’ (i.e. industry or activity area,
in this case widening participation), partly to explore policy and policy action in the
context of accumulated choices which can enable and constrain particular options
(Kendall, 2003). Kendall argues that it is ‘vertical’ policy fields which are most
significant for policy actors where ‘to a significant degree, their beliefs and actions are
shaped by the specific policy legacies that exist in particular fields, and the experiences
and relationships they accrue while situated there’ (Kendall, 2003: 11) and hence this
thesis focuses primarily on the circumstances and relations within the policy field of
‘widening participation’. As Kendall also argues, doing so enables better assessment of
the relative contribution and nature of the sector as a policy actor. However, in
considering fields as layered and shifting, it is possible to explore TSWPOs as actors

within multiple fields, and to explore how these interact.
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5.6 Applying a ‘relational’ approach

There are important distinctions within and between various network and field theory
approaches with regards to structure and agency and their relative importance in
determining actions, however, | am not applying a specific framework to this research
but using these concepts networks as they have been applied to the study of
policymaking and to organisational studies as tools for understanding social action in
this context. This thesis takes a relational approach, working from the premise that
actors and their practices are oriented in relation to each other or to a shared
conception of what is ‘at stake’ (Emirbayer and Johnson, 2008; Macmillan et al., 2013).
Applications of network and field concepts focus on relationships, rather than entities,
and call for researchers to pay attention to specific elements of social relations,
including power, historical structures and dependencies. | apply both networks and
fields in this context because of the complexity of relations relevant to TSWPOs and
how they describe their actions. Considering only the characteristics of the field in
which TSWPOs operate fails to describe fully the power relations and historical
structures most relevant to them, many of which extend beyond a single field. This is
particularly relevant given that the field relevant to this research, that of widening
participation, appears contested and could be considered emergent. Similarly, looking
only at the networks in which TSWPOs are active can focus attention on particular
networks and relations, rather than acknowledging the multiple and layered networks
and potential networks that exist in this space and enable or constrain actions. This
thesis takes the view that there are multiple relations which shape the policy actions of
TSWPOs in this context but that these cannot be explained only by references to the
specific field in which they are acting, nor only by the relations captured in one or even
multiple networks. Examining both provides an explanation for action that is sensitive
to multiple and overlapping relations and provides a more dynamic view of the

changes in relations over time that have particularly affected TSWPOs.
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5.7 Summary

This chapter has provided an overview of the concepts and theories that have guided
this research. It has outlined how policy is understood within this thesis and situates
this research within the context of other relational approaches to studying policy,
policymaking and organisations. The following chapter, examining the research design,
describes how these concepts have been operationalised to answer the research

questions identified in chapter one.
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Chapter six: Research design

6.1 Introduction

This chapter explores how the concepts addressed in the previous chapter have been
operationalised in this research within an interpretive policy analysis approach. It first
offers an overview of the theoretical underpinnings of this study, namely an
interpretive policy analysis approach with critical realist underlabouring. | also outline
my own positionality, with reference to how this changed throughout the study and
practices of reflexivity in my research design. This chapter then looks at identification
of research questions, definition of the objects of research and methods utilised.
Ethical considerations in relation to these methods and the conduct of research are
explored. Finally, this chapter outlines the analysis process, providing the context for

understanding the findings following chapters.
6.2 Theoretical approach

This study is grounded in a policy sociology approach (Ozga, 2019), which involves an
understanding of policy as enmeshed in politics and social context. This approach has
been applied particularly within education sociology to examine issues at both macro
and micro levels, with attention paid to the historical and social conditions of policy.
This approach is compatible with a critical realist (CR) meta-theory, which stresses the
need for a social ontology linking structure and agency (Cruickshank, 2003). Although
CR does not advocate particular methods (and often encourages a plurality of
method), ‘depth’ is an important feature and CR research requires that a 'detailed and
focused approach is necessary to understand the specific causal connections and
dynamics associated with the phenomena under study’ (Parr, 2015: 196). In
implementation and methods, an interpretative policy analysis approach has therefore
been used, which similarly emphasises a methodical depth of exposure to the wide
variety of research-relevant meanings (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2013). This involves

document analysis, interviews and observation for ‘accessing local knowledge and

110



identifying communities of meaning and their symbolic artifacts’ (Yanow, 2000: 31).
These layered approaches are all consistent with both the conceptual understandings
and theories identified within chapter five, and also emphasise the importance of

considering positionality.

6.2.1 Critical realist meta-theory

Critical realism encompasses a range of philosophical positions that attempt to create
a comprehensive post-positivist philosophy of science, founded on ontological realism,
epistemic relativism and judgemental rationality. Ontological realism posits that there
exists a reality independently of our knowledge of it, with critical realism drawing on
Bhaskar’s (2008) ‘layered ontology’ of three domains: the empirical, the actual and the
real. The empirical relates to what we experience; the actual to what exists, regardless
of our experience of it; and the real to the structures and mechanisms that contribute
to the production of events in the world. These three domains provide a meta-theory
for understanding human action and interaction, with the potential of developing
theories to explain these. Adoption of a CR approach requires recognition that the
objects of social science are both socially defined and socially produced and requires
researchers to be ‘ontological reflexive’ in research and in advancing theory (Archer et.

al., 2016).

The aim of CR is ‘an historical inquiry into artifacts, culture, social structures, persons,
and what affects human action and interaction’ (Archer et al., 2016). CR accounts for
the role of structures and gives consideration to the agency of individuals, upholding a
subject/object distinction to determine the relations between structure and agency. It
intends to examine causality critically, using partial regularities, facts and events
encountered as a starting point for understanding mechanisms and contingent
processes that cause them. Critical realism is not a single framework but collectively CR
approaches are set apart from positivist approaches, which adopt a position of
researcher neutrality, and strongly interpretivist approaches, which can reduce to the

level of individual lived experience. Instead, CR argues that, through application of
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theoretical and methodological tools, it is possible to develop and discriminate

between theories that can inform us about external reality.

Within this research, CR provides the basis for the research design, which attempts to
identify the actions of organisations and individuals alongside their agential
deliberations. The emphasis placed both on interviewees’ interpretations and those of
the researcher, as well as the fallibility of both, is in keeping with CR, which sees
interpretations as shaping agential responses and structured reasoning as a means to
understand causal mechanisms. The adoption of a CR approach also maintains a dual
focus on both structure and agency —i.e. TSWPOs and those within them are both
shaped by and shaping their environment, including policy actions. A CR approach is
also applied within data analysis in this thesis, which attempts to move beyond
description or identification of themes to posit causal factors. A further description of

the approach to data analysis is included within this chapter.

6.2.2 Interpretive policy analysis

Beyond adopting a CR metatheory, this research takes and interpretive approach to
studying policy, which uses an abductive way of reasoning, moving between data and
possible explanations in an iterative-recursive process (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2013).
Interpretive approaches seek to understand the ‘meaning and processes of meaning-
making of social phenomena for actors’ (Aukes, Luloff & Bressers, 2017: 3), seeing
these as crucial to understanding policymaking and policy implementation. As such,
this research is concerned with understanding the complex individual, social and
institutional contexts in which varied discourses, values and material and human
resources are deployed. The methods used in this study are therefore based on
exploring the ‘words and reasonings of communities or networks of policy actors’
(Gale, 2007: 153) to understand how and in what ways TSOs are seeking to influence
WP policy and practice. This approach does not reduce understanding to the
interpretations of policy actors, taking a critical view of these and examining them in

context. Interpretive policy analysis explicitly acknowledge