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Abstract

Higher Education (HE) is the continuation of study after the age of 18. It occurs after the completion of
secondary education, and normally includes undergraduate and postgraduate qualifications. One of the
factors which play a vital role in influencing a young individual’s decision to enter higher education is peer
pressure from friends. Studies have already proven that young individuals are highly responsive to their
peers and what the prevailing norm is when making decisions, hence, the same trait is seen in this context.
For some individuals, friends play the role of a barrier, influencing them to not enter HE, whereas for others,
friends play the role of a motivator, influencing them to enter HE. In both cases, these individuals are unable
to make an informed decision about their future when considering HE. To feel socially accepted, they end
up following their friends and making the same decision as them.

Existing studies and literature have paid limited attention to overcome friends’ influence when making a
decision about HE. The work that exists focuses primarily on minimising family influence only (particularly
parents), where extra guidance and information is given to parents so that they encourage their children to
enter HE. In addition, technologies are used in a limited way to help individuals make an informed decision
about their future. E-portfolios and creation of timelines are being incorporated to encourage students to
think about their future, however, they do not target overcoming friends’ influence in particular.

To fill this gap, this PhD thesis aims to answer the overall research question: Investigating how technology
can be used to facilitate young individuals in making an informed decision about HE. Answering this
research question was approached in two parts. In the first part, the problem was unpacked, investigating
the factors which impact a young individual’s decision to enter HE, and in the second part, the technology
to address the problem was developed. Three studies were conducted for the first part, which helped
identify the problem, i.e., peer pressure from friends was playing a vital role for some individuals, impacting
their ability to make an informed decision about HE. To address this problem, a persuasive technology, in
the form of a persuasive interactive storytelling game was then developed and tested for the second part
of this research. The game was developed on an existing smartphone app — Episode — with specific
persuasive design models and principles applied. The final study involved testing whether the persuasive
game was effective in changing the behaviours of individuals so that they are able to mitigate peer pressure
from friends when making the decision about HE. Results from this study hypothesised that the game was
effective, as the susceptibility to peer pressure from friends after playing the game had decreased in the
participants overall. In total, four studies were conducted to answer the overall research question.

By undertaking the work done in this research, four contributions to the field of HCI are made. The main
contribution is offering a novel approach to facilitate individuals in making an informed decision about HE
by mitigating peer pressure from friends. A persuasive interactive storytelling game was developed to
achieve this. The second contribution is the design of the persuasive game. A combination of two existing
models were used to inform the design; the Behaviour Wizard and the PSD Model. The third contribution
is the proposal of a new persuasive design principle — Reverse Psychology. This design principle is not
covered in any existing persuasion strategies or frameworks, and the final study conducted indicated that
the concept of Reverse Psychology is effective in persuading young individuals to change their behaviour.
The final contribution is an empirical understanding of the barriers and motivators encountered by
individuals from a Low Participating Neighbourhood, and the role technology plays in their decision making.
This research contributed to existing work on the barriers and motivators to enter HE by addressing the
limitations found in the previous studies, hence adding to existing knowledge.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This chapter gives a brief introduction of this work. It starts with the motivation to conduct this research,
followed by an overview of the background and problem statement. Next, the research questions identified
to answer the overall aim, the main contributions made of the work undertaken, and the methods used in

this PhD research are presented. In the end, the structure of this thesis is outlined.

1.1 Motivation

“Aamna | really want to go to university but | don’t know where to start, please can you help me?” was what
one of my friends’ younger sister, Rebecca, asked me one day. | helped her with the application and she
got accepted into a university of her choice. The day she was offered a place, she rang me, and | was the
first person she gave the news to. She was jumping with joy and could not stop saying how she is indebted
to me, how | have helped build her future etc. | cannot explain how excited and overwhelmed with pleasure
| felt at that moment (I literally felt like | had fulfilled my life’s purpose!). Speaking to Rebecca and spending
time with her when making the application made me realise that there were many young individuals, like
her, who made a decision about going or not going to university in sixth form and were now regretting it, or
were not necessarily content with their decision. Seeing Rebecca being able to do what she had always
wanted, gave me the motivation to find a way to help other individuals too, so that they are able to make
better decisions about university (and their future). | decided to research this topic deeper, and
develop/propose a technology based solution which could help young individuals overcome the factors
which influence their decision making.

1.2 Higher Education in UK

‘Higher Education’ (HE) is a level of education that is usually completed after the age of 18. Higher
education courses lead to qualifications which are above the standard of A-levels or other Level 3
qualifications. They include undergraduate degree courses and postgraduate courses (HEFCE, 2018). The
Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) reports that certain groups in the UK are under-represented in
Higher Education (HE) relative to the HE population as a whole. The under-represented groups are
disproportionately lower in number relative to the general population. These groups are: (i) Students from
state schools or colleges, and (ii) Students from Low Participating Neighbourhoods (LPN). Prior to 2017,
students from specified socio-economic classes 4, 5, 6 & 7 were also classified as an under-represented
group. However, this classification as a measure was discontinued following concerns about the quality of
the data collected for this classification.
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In enrolment year 2016/17, the percentage of England domiciled young entrants (those who are below the
age of 21) who entered higher education for a full-time undergraduate degree was 41% (HESA, 2018).
From these, 90% came from state schools or colleges, and only 11.4% of the young entrants came from a
low participating neighbourhood. When the HE statistics are looked at as a time series analysis (HESA,
2018), a trend can be seen — the number of students entering from a LPN is consistently the lowest
throughout the years. On average over the past 5 years, only 11% of young students from this
underrepresented group entered HE compared to the HE population as a whole (see section 2.1 for details).

To encourage students from underrepresented groups to enter higher education, a number of on-going
Widening Participation (WP) and Outreach projects are being carried out, ranging from university activities
such as taster weeks and Open Days, to specific mentoring and scholarship programmes. One could
guestion that despite running numerous projects to widen participation, the participation rate of students
from Low Participating Neighbourhoods (LPN) is still extremely low and not increasing significantly over the
years. Perhaps the approach to widen participation needs to be adapted in order to see an increase in the
participation rates of students from LPN. Moreover it was identified (Section 2.1.3) that the projects run by
the WP teams only focus on encouraging individuals to enter higher education. These projects should be
refined in a way which enable individuals to make better and informed decisions about their future - whether

they should enter higher education or not.

In addition, prior studies have identified various barriers and motivators encountered by individuals which
influence their decision to enter higher education. Lack of funds/finance, fear of debt, not being able to
secure a job, and influence from parents, family or teachers were reported as some of the barriers to enter
higher education ((Forsyth & Furlong, 2003), (Mullen, 2010), (Adams, 2013) and (Connor, et al., 2001)),
whereas building a career, having better job prospects and influence from parents, friends and teachers
((NUS, 2008), (Round, 2005) and (Leeds, 2017)) were reported to be motivators to enter higher education.
These studies showed that a variety of factors impacted an individual’s decision about higher education.

1.3 Persuasive Technology

Persuasive technology can be defined as “any interactive computing system designed to change people’s
attitudes or behaviour through persuasion, not through coercion” (Fogg, BJ., 2002). While coercion may
change behaviour by implying force, it is not the same as persuasion - which implies a voluntary change.
The nature of this technology, in motivating users to change their behaviour, has allowed it to be applied
within numerous domains, such as in marketing, healthcare, environment and education. For example,
Amazon uses a persuasive ‘one-click buy’ button on their website to influence the buying behaviour of their
customers. As this button is aimed to make their online buying simple, the customers are likely to buy more

often.

Within the area of education, persuasive technology has been designed to aid the teaching process and

encourage learning. Examples of such technologies include the development of an educational software to

motivate children to read and write (Lucero, Zuloaga, Mota & Mufioz, 2006). The software designed by

Eindhoven University of Technology and Universidad Technologica Metropolitana (Lucero, Zuloaga, Mota
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& Mufioz, 2006)) persuaded children to read and write. It used a persuasive strategy of ‘similarity’, where
a well-known literary character ‘Papelucho’ (who was familiar to the children) was included within the
software so that children could relate to the character and follow the tasks he was doing, encouraging
behaviour change. In addition, the HANDS Project (Mintz & Aagaard, 2012) developed a mobile application
for a special school, to help teenagers diagnosed with autism handle daily situations and improve their
social skills.

Although persuasive technology has been used within the educational sector, it is applied within classrooms
and learning environments, to aid teaching and to encourage students’ skills development and learning.
The technologies used are primarily targeted towards students who are already in education, making their
learning process simpler, within their classroom. Such as, ‘digital storytelling’ (Mayes, Morrison, Mellar,
Bullen & Oliver, 2009), where the authors concluded for it to be a powerful tool for supporting teaching,
learning and assessment in education. In another study, the use of digital technologies to enhance learning
and creativity were addressed (Laurillard, Oliver, Wasson & Hoppe, 2009). However, limited attention has
been paid to technologies which enable students to make their future decision (in terms of entering higher
education or not); a decision which will usually be made outside their classroom.

There is little work in HCI that focuses on using technology to persuade young individuals to make informed
decisions about their future. Not much research has been done to understand how technology can be
persuasive and facilitate individuals to change their behaviours and attitudes so that they are able to make
informed decisions about their future. The scope of this research is therefore to explore an opportunity,
where a link must be made between individuals who are unable to make an informed decision about higher
education and using persuasive technology to change their behaviour so that they are able to make an
informed decision.

1.4 Research Questions

The overall aim of this research was to investigate how persuasive technology can be used to facilitate
young individuals in making an informed decision about their future when considering higher education. To
answer this aim, the research was approached in two parts. The first part investigated what the problem
was; what factors influenced a young individual’s decision about higher education. In the second part, a
technology was developed to address the factor, which enabled individuals to overcome the problem and
supported them in making an informed decision about higher education.

To address the first part of the research, three research questions were developed:

RQ-1: What factors influence individuals to not enter higher education? (Study One: Chapter 3)
RQ-2: What motivates individuals to enter higher education? (Study Two: Chapter 4)

RQ-3: Does a wider population across England also encounter the same barriers and motivators to
enter higher education? (Study Three: Chapter 5)

Answering the three research questions (outlined above) revealed that peer pressure from friends can play
a vital role for some individuals when making the decision about higher education. Whilst friends’ influence
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acted as a barrier for some individuals, influencing them to not enter higher education, it acted as a

motivator for others, influencing them to enter higher education. In both cases, the individuals were unable

to make an informed decision about HE; they ended up following their friends and making the same decision

as them. In addition, it was also established from the literature review conducted (section 5.5), that there

was a lack of work done which addressed this topic. The work that exists focuses primarily on minimising

parental influence. Therefore, a potential for an emerging opportunity was identified here, where the need

to design and build a technology which facilitates in overcoming peer pressure from friends was recognised.

Hence, it was decided to focus on this factor/problem, peer pressure from friends, for the second part of

the research. The two research questions developed for the second part of the research were:

RQ-4: How can a persuasive technology be designed to mitigate peer pressure from friends when

making the decision to enter higher education? (Chapter 6)

RQ-5: Can an interactive storytelling game be used as a persuasive technology to facilitate in making

an informed decision about the future? (Study Four: Chapter 7)

1.5 Contributions

The work undertaken in this research makes four contributions to the field of HCI. These contributions were

achieved by answering the five research questions. These are:

1.

An interactive storytelling game to mitigate peer pressure (Chapter 5 and 6)

This research presents a novel approach to facilitate individuals in mitigating peer pressure from
friends when making a decision about higher education. An interactive story, called ‘My Next Step’
has been developed on an existing app —Episodes- which can be played on a smartphone or tablet.
The game play involves players to make higher education related decisions for their avatar and
see how friends influence can affect their avatars’ future. The concept arises from the Choose Your
Adventure storybooks, where the users’ character ends up in different situations depending on the
choices they make. In My Next Step, the players are also presented with a true story at the end,
raising awareness about how friends influence has impacted other students’ futures. The narrative
of the game and true stories were inspired by the incidents reported by some of the participants
recruited for Study 1 and 2 for this research. Answering RQ-4 and RQ-5 allowed me to make this
contribution. This game could also be used to widen participation, as currently overcoming friends’
influence is not factored into the projects run by the widening participation and outreach teams.

Design of the persuasive game using a combination of two models; the Behaviour Wizard and PSD
Model (Chapter 6)

This research gives insight into designing a persuasive interactive storytelling game by
incorporating the Behaviour Wizard and PSD model. This artefact type of contribution was
associated with RQ-5. In addition, the persuasive design principles reported by Fogg (Fogg, 2002),
Ran Cheng (Cheng, 2013) and Cialdini (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2002) were also looked at to be
incorporated within the design of the game.
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3. Proposal of a new persuasive design principle - Reverse Psychology (Chapter 7)
Evaluation of the effectiveness of the persuasive game identified the need for a new persuasive

design which could support behaviour change. This was achieved by answering RQ-5.

4. An empirical understanding of the barriers and motivators encountered by individuals from a LPN,
and the role technology played in their decision making (Chapter 3, 4 and 5)
This research contributed to existing work on the barriers and motivators to enter higher education.
Answering RQ-1, RQ-2 and RQ-3 allowed me to add to existing knowledge by addressing the
limitations found in the previous studies conducted.

1.6 Target Beneficiaries

The direction of work in this research is targeted towards benefitting two research disciplines: education
and HCI. The people from both these disciplines will benefit from the contributions in this research. Within
the education discipline, the Widening Participation and Outreach teams, career teams at university and
schools will benefit from the persuasive game itself. These beneficiaries within the education discipline can
use the game to help young individuals make an informed decision about higher education by being less
susceptible to peer pressure from friends. At the same time, researchers within the HCI community and
persuasive design teams will also benefit from the work undertaken. The design and implementation of the
persuasive game developed for this research revealed a valuable contribution; although the persuasive
design principles were carefully implemented within the game, the results were not as expected and failed
to predict the experiences that were documented in previous literature. It might be the case that the design
principles reported in the previous literature are not efffective on this target group (mid-adolescents). This

C ted [WS1]: Have you found other work that

is explained in detail in the final chapter - Discussion and Conclusion (Chapter 8). In addition, this research
will be valuable to both these disciplines as more up to date findings and limitations of the previous literature
have been addressed.

1.7 Approaches and Methods Used in this PhD Research

This research incorporated a mixture of exploratory, empirical and persuasive technologies research. The
exploratory research included the first two interview based studies. These studies explored the factors
which influence an individual’s decision about higher education; the barriers and motivators to enter higher
education were investigated in these studies. The third and fourth studies were an empirical research. For
both the third and fourth study, a null hypothesis was formed, validated and linked to existing knowledge
from the first two studies. In addition, research on persuasive technology, the persuasive Behaviour Model
(Fogg, BJ., 2009 (Behaviour Model)), Behaviour Grid (Fogg, BJ., 2009 (Behaviour Grid)) and persuasive
design principles suggested by BJ Fogg (Fogg, 2002), Ran Cheng (Cheng, 2013), Cialdini (Cialdini &
Goldstein, 2002), and Oinas (Oinas-Kukkonen & Harjumaa, 2009) were explored in order to design a
persuasive technology which meets the aim of this research. All the studies are explained in more detail

later in this section.
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The first step was to establish the barriers and constraints that individuals face and what role technology
played in their decision making. For this a literature review was conducted to learn about the higher
education statistics, the barriers/motivators to enter higher education, the role technology plays within the
education sector which affect an individual’s decision, how persuasive technology is applied within the
educational context and the different behavioural models which are used to persuade an individual to

perform a target behaviour.

After the literature review, two interview based exploratory studies were carried out to ascertain what factors
act as a barrier (Study 1: Chapter 3) and motivator (Study 2: Chapter 4) to enter higher education Most
importantly, what role technology plays in individuals’ decision making was also addressed in these studies.
Although a number of studies have been carried out previously to find out the barriers and constraints
individuals face in entering HE, for this research, primary data needed to be gathered to see whether any
new factors emerged. In addition, no previous studies include the role technology played in the decision
making. Therefore, two studies were conducted to gather this information. Both these studies involved
gualitative analysis of the results. The interviews were transcribed, and thematic analysis was used to
analyse the data.

Thematic analysis is a qualitative research method which is widely used. It is a method for identifying,
analysing, organizing, describing, and reporting themes found within a data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
This method worked best to analyse the data because it gave me the flexibility to look for new and emerging
patterns and trends in the barriers and motivators reported by the participants. In addition, it also allowed
a deductive and inductive approach to analyse the data. By doing so, | was able to start analysing the code
with specific pre-defined codes (deductive coding), and also develop new codes for any new patterns or
themes which emerged while reading the transcripts (inductive coding).

A third study (online survey) was then conducted to validate the findings from the first two studies (Study
3: Chapter 5). This study was an empirical research and addressed the barriers and motivators reported in
the first two studies. As it was an online survey, the aim was to recruit more participants (more than 300),
so that | could validate my findings. A hypothesis was formed and it was tested whether there is a
statistically significant difference in the barriers and motivators reported by three groups; who are in
university, not in university, and still deciding. This allowed me to establish which of the barriers and
motivators reported by the participants from the first two studies are important, and/or play a vital role in
the decision making process of entering higher education.

After the analysis, it was evident that ‘Friends’ influence’ plays an important role for some individuals when
it comes to deciding about entering HE. On the other hand, there were also some individuals who reported
that they ended up going into HE because their friends were going, and they did not want to feel left out.
Those who were in university and not in university rated that their friends’ decisions play an important role
in their decision to enter HE, which is why this factor had a statistically significant difference when analysed.
Individuals followed their friends and did not make an informed decision about their future. There was also

not much work is done in the area of HCI to help overcome this barrier.
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The next step was to design the persuasive technology to help overcome friends’ influence (Chapter 6).
This involved using Fogg’s Behaviour Grid (Fogg, BJ., 2009 (Behaviour Grid)) to ascertain which target
behaviour and attitude we are hoping to change, and the Fogg’'s Behaviour Model (Fogg, BJ., 2009
(Behaviour Model)) in order to establish which elements of motivation are required to be built within the
persuasive technology which will help motivate these individuals to be able to make informed decisions
about their future and not be influenced by friends decisions. To help build the motivation elements within
the technology, the persuasive design principles suggested by BJ Fogg and Cheng (Cheng, 2013) and the
Persuasive System Design (PSD) Model by Oinas (Oinas-Kukkonen & Harjumaa, 2009) was implemented.
‘Design Thinking’ is a well-known technique used to structure the design of a persuasive technology, hence
the same approach was used as it seemed to be the most well-suited in structuring the design process of

this persuasive technology.

Design Thinking or Service Design Thinking is a human-centered design methodology that uses intuitive
problem-solving techniques to match people's needs with what is technologically feasible and
organizationally viable (Brown & Wyatt, 2010). The framework has five stages of overlapping and inter-
related activities: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test. With this model the target behaviour and
attitudes were finalised, and each prototype was designed with a different persuasive design principle and
motivational element. A number of design principles were used to design the prototypes for the persuasive
technology. Each design principle has its own functionality and persuasive feature which helps to change
the behaviour and attitudes of young individuals so that they are not influenced by friends and are able to
make an informed decision about their future. In the end, only one of the persuasive technology prototype
was selected to test whether it helps individuals make an informed decision about their future.

A novel approach was used help individuals overcome friends’ influence when it comes to deciding about
entering HE by raising awareness about peer pressure through the persuasive technology (Chapter 6). An
interactive storytelling game was designed and developed by incorporating certain design principles,
enabling young individuals to be able to make an informed decision about their future. Finally, an empirical
study was conducted to test this interactive game (Study 4: Chapter 7). This study included qualitative
(interviews) and quantitative data (questionnaires). A statistical test was used to measure change in
behaviours/attitudes and determine whether there is any change after playing the persuasive game. The
interviews were transcribed and analysed. A deductive approach was used to test whether playing the
persuasive game helps overcome friends’ influence when deciding about higher education so that they are
able to make an informed decision about their future.

1.8 Thesis Structure

This chapter has provided an introduction to the motivation to design and develop a persuasive technology
to help young individuals be able to overcome friends’ influence and be able to make an informed decision
about their future. It also touched upon the HE statistics in UK and persuasive technology. Both these
concepts are expanded further in the next chapter. The research questions and main contributions in the
field of HCI were also covered. The remainder of this thesis structure is as follows:
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Chapter 2: Background and Related Work

This chapter provides a background on the HE statistics in UK. It gives a clearer idea of the student
participation rate, demographic information, underrepresented groups in HE, and finally the barriers and
motivators to enter HE that have been reported in previous studies. An overview of the various Widening
Participation activities being run to motivate students to enter higher education is also included.

In addition, this chapter presents an overview of the literature on Persuasive Technology. It describes the
Persuasive Models and Persuasive Design Principles, which will be later used as a basis for analysing the

research studies, as well as scoping and designing the persuasive technology.

Chapter 3: Study I: Factors Influencing the Decision to Not Enter Higher Education

Chapter 3 presents the first study conducted for this research; 10 semi-structured interviews with 18-21
year olds who chose not to go to university and were from a LPN. As the participation rate of individuals
from these neighbourhoods (LPN’s) are significantly low, it was decided to recruit participants from this
neighbourhood, to explore the barriers to enter higher education. This chapter includes the motivation and
research questions for conducting this study, participant recruitment, the methods used to collect and

analyse the data, and finally a discussion of the results. This study helped answer RQ-1.

Chapter 4: Study lI: Factors Influencing the Decision to Enter Higher Education

This chapter presents the second study conducted for this research; 10 semi-structured interviews with
undergraduate students who were from a LPN, and 10 semi-structured interviews with undergraduate
students who were not from a LPN. It includes the motivation and research questions for conducting this
study, participant recruitment, the methods used to collect and analyse the data, and finally a discussion of
the results. This study helped answer RQ-2.

Chapter 5: Study llIl: Exploring Individuals Attitudes about Higher Education

This chapter presents a follow up empirical study to validate the results from the first two studies. The
motivation and research questions for conducting this study, participant recruitment, methods used to
collect and analyse the data, and discussion of results are included. This study helped answer RQ-3. In
addition, this chapter included a second literature review of existing technologies used to overcome the
barriers reported. This literature review helped shape the focus of this research, as it was identified that
there are limited technologies present which support individuals in overcoming friends influence when
making the decision about higher education.

Chapter 6: Design of the Persuasive Technology: Interactive Storytelling Game

Taking into account the results from the first three studies, a persuasive technology was designed to
overcome one of the barriers reported in the studies. In this chapter, the design and development of the
persuasive technology, an interactive storytelling game, are detailed. Design Thinking was used to structure

the design of the persuasive technology. It helped answer RQ-4.
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Chapter 7: Study IV: Using a Persuasive Interactive Storytelling Game to Mitigate Peer Pressure

Chapter 7 includes an empirical study of the persuasive technology designed in Chapter 6. It details the
motivation and research questions for conducting this study, participant recruitment, methods used to
collect and analyse the data, and discussion of results are included. This study helped answer RQ-5.

Chapter 8: Discussion and Conclusion

In this final chapter, the work conducted in this research is discussed, highlighting the main contributions
made in HCI, and the limitations and possibilities for further work in this area.
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Chapter 2: Background and Related Work

This PhD research is focused on higher education in UK, peer pressure and influence from friends, and
persuasive technologies. This literature review reflects all these topics. First, the higher education statistics
in UK are introduced briefly covering the under-represented groups in higher education, followed by studies
conducted which identify the barriers and motivators to enter higher education. Then, a review of projects
conducted by universities and Widening Participation teams to promote higher education, and the
technologies which they use to support them is covered. Then, a review of how peer pressure from friends
is addressed in other domains is presented, including the technologies and strategies that are adopted to
combat peer pressure (from friends). Finally, a detailed review of the persuasive technologies, the
persuasive design models, persuasive design principles, and how they are being implemented within the
various domains, specifically in the education sector, is covered.

Reviewing the higher education statistics reported by the HESA (Higher Education Statistics Agency) and
HEFCE (Higher Education Funding Council England), directed the motivations for conducting the first three
studies of this research. It was, however, after the third study (Chapter 5), that another literature review
was conducted to identify a gap which this research addressed — technologies were used in a limited way
to overcome peer pressure from friends when making a decision about higher education. This literature
review is presented towards the end of Chapter 5, in section 5.5. Background research conducted to better
understand how the target group addressed for this research, i.e. mid-adolescents, use technology, is
detailed in Chapter 6. This was essential in order to help develop a persuasive technology which facilitates
this target group in making an informed decision about their future.

2.1 Higher Education in UK

Higher Education (HE) includes any qualification at Level 4 and beyond (above higher grade level and
equivalent such as A levels. It includes sub-degrees, undergraduate degrees and post-graduate
qualifications (HEFCE, 2018). Courses of higher education are mainly delivered by higher education
colleges, higher education institutions (HEIs) and some further education colleges. For this research, the
primary focus will be on the higher education data of young undergraduate entrants (those who are below
the age of 21) who are England domiciled. We will be looking at first degree undergraduate entrants. ‘First
degrees’ are those that, for the most part, lead to a bachelors degree qualification such as BA or BSc
(HESA Definitions: Level of Study, 2018).
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2.1.1 Participation of Under-Represented Groups

The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) reports that certain groups in the UK are under-
represented in Higher Education (HE) relative to the HE population as a whole (HESA, 2018). The under-
represented groups are disproportionately lower in number relative to the general population. These groups
are:

(i)  Students from state schools or colleges
(i)  Students from Low Participation Neighbourhoods (POLAR3)

‘State schools or colleges’ (i) are all schools or colleges that are not denoted as ‘independent’ (Government
Digital Service, 2016). Students from sixth-form or further education colleges, for example, are included as
being from state schools. The second underrepresented group are students from Low Participating
Neighbourhoods (POLAR3) (ii). POLAR3 classification is used to assess whether a neighbourhood falls
under a low participating area (HESA POLARS, 2018). POLAR stands for 'Participation of Local Areas'
and is calculated by OfS (Office for Students). Local areas are given a score of 1-5 based on how many
young people from those areas have historically gone into higher education. The 20% of areas with the
lowest proportion of young people entering HE are called 'Low participation neighbourhoods' (HESA
POLARS, 2018). POLAR is re-calculated every few years.

Prior to 2017, students from socio-economic classes 4, 5, 6 & 7 were also classified as an under-
represented group. However, this classification as a measure was discontinued following concerns about
the quality of the data collected for this classification. The information on socio-economic classification are
taken from the National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (SEC, 2016) and are outlined in Table 1.1

below.

Class  Socio-Economic Classification

Higher Managerial / Professional Occupation
Lower Managerial / Professional Occupation

Intermediate Occupation

Lower Supervisory /Technical Occupations

1
2
3
4 Small Employers and Own Account Workers
5
6 Semi-routine Occupations

7

Routine Occupations

Table 2.1 - Socio-Economic Classification

Data from HESA ‘HE Undergraduate Full-time Student Enrolments’ (HESA Underrepresented, 2018) and
‘Widening Participation Summary’ (HESA WP Summary, 2018) was used to create the graph presented in
Figure 1.1 below. This graph illustrates a comparison of the number of England domiciled young
participants (aged 21 and below) from the underrepresented groups entering a full time undergraduate
degree for enrolment years 2013/14 to 2016/17. It is important to note that the underrepresented groups
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are not mutually exclusive — there tends to be a degree of overlap. So for example, a student entering
higher education can be living in a Low Participation Neighbourhood (LPN) and come from a state school.

First Degree Student Enrolments in England
from Under-Represented Groups

89.8% 0%

89% 89% 89%
I 10.9% I 10.9% I 11.3% I 11.3% 11.4%

2012/13 2013/14 201415 2015/16 2016/17

W State Schoolor College Low Participaion Neighbourhood

Figure 2.1 - Student Enrolments in England from Under-Represented Groups

According to the statistics, in the enrolment year 2016/2017, the percentage of young entrants who entered
higher education was 766,035 (58%) (HESA Student Enrolment, 2018). Out of this 58% of young students
entrants, 90% came from state schools or colleges, whereas only 11.4% of the entrants came from a low
participation neighbourhood. Over the past four years, an average of 89% of young entrants came from
state school or college, and an average of 11% came from a LPN. As seen from Figure 1.1 above, a trend
can be seen here where the number of students entering from a LPN is the lowest throughout the years;
only about 11% of the students come from this underrepresented group compared to the HE population as
a whole. Although the number of young entrants are increasing over the years, the increase is minimal, by
0.1%. There is no significant change in the figures.

A study conducted by the Higher Education Funding Council of England (HEFCE) in 2013 reported trends
in young participants in higher education (HEFCE, 2013). They confirmed that there is a large difference in
the participation rates of young people across the different regions of England; a large gap remains between
young people living in advantaged and disadvantaged areas. ‘Young people in the most disadvantaged
areas would need to treble their participation rate in order to match the rate of those from the most
advantaged areas’ (HEFCE, 2013). In addition, they reported that a young person from a disadvantaged
area, but who was living in London experienced a much greater increase in participation rate than those
who are equally disadvantaged but live outside London.
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2.1.1.1 Participation of Under-Represented Groups — Russell Group

The Russell Group is a self-selected association of twenty-four public research universities in the United
Kingdom (The Russell Group of Universities, 2019). The 24 universities which form the Russell Group can
be found on - http://russellgroup.ac.uk/. Statistics on the participation of under-represented groups in higher

education broken down by HE provider were taken from the HESA website (HESA, Participation by HE
Provider, 2018), and then filtered to only display statistics of the 24 universities which represent the Russell
Group. The data was then used to create the graph below (Figure 2.2).

First Degree Student Enrolments in Russell Group Universities
from Under-Represented Groups

B State Schoolor Coliege Low Particpation Meighbourhood

Figure 2.2 - Student Enrolments in Russell Group Universities from Under-Represented Groups

As seen from the graph above, Figure 2.2, it was evident that the number of entrants from both under-
represented groups, ‘State School or College’ and ‘Low Participation Neighbourhood (LPN)’ are relatively
low for Russell Group universities. On average over the past five years between academic years 2012/13
to 2016/17, 76% of students who enrol into a Russell Group university come from a state school or college.
Whereas compared to all the universities in England, on average 89% of students are enrolled from this
under-represented group (as seen in the previous section). In addition, the number of entrants from a LPN
into a Russell Group university is extremely low, almost half compared to other universities. On average
only 6% of entrants come from a LPN, while on average 11% of students from a LPN were enrolled into a

university in England (as seen in the previous section).

After the 2016/17 HE enrolment statistics publication, the Head of Policy at Russell Group, Sarah Stevens,
addressed this issue of the low number of entrants from under-represented groups being enrolled into
Russell Group universities. She said, ‘The increase in the proportion of students from low participation
neighbourhoods and state schools progressing to highly selective universities is welcome, but it is clear
there is more work to be done. This is why Russell Group universities will spend more than £250m this year
on activities designed to encourage successful applications from students from disadvantaged and under-
represented backgrounds.” (Stevens, 2017) She said that the members of Russell Group will now be
working on more than 2000 schools across the UK to encourage more school students to think about higher

education. They will also be taking the Advancing Access initiative, which is supported by all 24 Russell
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Group universities. This gives teachers the support they need to help prospective students from under-

represented groups navigate the university application process.

This review of the participation rate into higher education identified a trend in the student enrolment rate,

the number of enrolments from a LPN is consistently the lowest, and that too by a huge margin.

2.1.2 Widening Participation

To increase the participation rate of individuals who fall within an underrepresented group in higher
education, ‘Widening Participation’ \WP) has become a strategic priority and major component for the UK
government (HE Academy, 2005). Widening Participation projects and activities attempt to not only
increase the number of young participants entering higher education, but also the proportion from under-
represented groups. Universities along with various groups, such as ‘Aim Higher’, work on
programmes/projects to raise aspirations and educational attainment amongst prospective students from
these groups to prepare them for higher education, improve their employability prospects, ensuring success
on their programme of study and giving them opportunities to return to learning throughout their lives. Some
universities engage with the prospective student, their families and advisers in a wide range of WP

awareness activities.

Google was used to search for WP projects run across UK, using the search term ‘Widening Participation
projects in UK. Numerous projects run by different universities were returned from the search, and after
reviewing them, it was evident that the WP teams were running projects that were similar in nature. They
included: talks, taster weeks, open days, mentoring sessions and workshops. In addition, it was also
identified that the only kind of technology being used by most of the WP teams were emails (for contacting
the relevant people), websites (which consisted of information or application forms to fill out), social media
(to reach out to the students), or some universities used certain software and toolkits which could be
downloaded and used. After studying these projects, it was clear that it would not have been possible to
analyse and cover them all in this literature review. It was therefore decided that in order to represent the
kinds of projects run by the WP teams, only the top 5 universities returned in the Google search results
would be included in the examples reported (in table 2.2) as they were representative of the general WP
projects run and it avoided cherry picking as well as self-selected bias. In addition, as each university had
multiple projects running, only the top three projects run by the university were included. An overview of

the kinds of projects run and the types of technology they used are presented in Table 2.2 below.
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WP Project

1. University of Edinburgh (Edinburgh, 2018)

Pathways to the Professions

Provides advice and guidance to local state school students interested in applying for
Medicine, Law, Veterinary Medicine or Architecture. Activities for the project include:

- Observation Weeks — practical session giving an insight of the course.
- Phone/email to give advice — school students can speak to admin team directly and
are in touch with other students in university to ask for any guidance or help.

Technology
Used

Website — to
register

Email — to seek
advice

Educated Pass

The programme works with local boys football teams and is delivered over the course of
six sessions throughout the year, motivating the boys to continue their application as both
athletes and learners. Activities for the project include:

None
- Delivery of positive educational message through a renowned and credible football
guest speaker.
- Taster Sessions using current model students to outline the experiences of student
life.
- Workshop sessions — on the pitch and in the classroom.
Reach
Provides advice and guidance to students interested in applying for Medicine, Law, | Website — to
Veterinary Medicine or Architecture, who attended selected state schools in the Scottish | register

Borders and Forth Valley. This project is worked alongside the ‘Pathways to the
Professions’ WP project, but only focusing on particular schools.

Email — to seek
advice

2. University of Cambridge (Cambridge, 2018)

Insight (Pre 16 Team Project)

Aimed at Year 9 students receiving Free School Meals (FSM). The project involves:

- A number of events and talks held in Cambridge to provide information about None
university, various courses and university life.
- Students to be able to speak to academic staff and student ambassadors about their
subject choice.
HE Partnership
Works with individual partner schools to design tailored programmes to support learners
with the potential to make it to HE, but who lack the confidence or understanding of key None

concepts. The project activities include:

- Information, advice and guidance sessions (IAG) — School based and covers specific
topics like application process and Q&A session.
- University Visits
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- Subject Tasters at university of Cambridge.
- Higher Education Getaways (HEGs) — offer two-day, one night experience for Year
10 learners. They experience a day of outdoor team building and social activities.

HE+ (Post 16 Team Project)

A collaborative project between the University of Cambridge and state schools and colleges
across the UK. The university and schools in 14 regions collaborate to engage students.
The project includes academic extension classes, subject masterclasses, information and
guidance sessions and visits to the university.

3. University of Oxford (Oxford, 2018)

Compass: Young Carers

An online resource programme for Year 10 and 11 students with caring responsibilities in
Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire and Milton Keynes, aiming to raise aspirations and
attainment to make students aware of their post-16 options. This project includes:

- A free tool-kit includes interactive quizzes, lesson plans, information and links
designed to help young carers to make an informed decision about their future
education and careers. Also gives them confidence to communicate and pursue their
ideas.

None

Tool kit — the tool is
an online resource
and is
downloadable.
Students can use
their
laptops/desktops to
work with the tool.

IntoUniversity

This programme provides a local learning centre where young people are inspired to

achieve. It includes: None
- Academic Support and Mentoring takes place for individual students within the
centre.
- FOCUS groups in which the whole class can participate.
Oxford to Oxford
A set of programmes and initiative working to make Oxfords assets accessible to schools
and families. The programme organises school visits, trips and workshops at various
locations for state school pupils at schools in Oxford. These projects work to support pupil None

attainments and promote connections between teachers, students, families and the
university.

4. City University London (City, 2018)

Taster Week

Students who are predicted five GCSEs at grades 6 to 9 (previously A* to B), receive free
school meals have parents who haven't attended university and come from a social group
that is underrepresented in HE are eligible to apply. The programme gives students the
chance to take part in lectures, group discussion and practical work as if they were a
university students. All applications are made online.

Online application
(via website) —
Students need to
apply online to sign
up.

Snapshot Programme

A mix of practical and academic workshops giving the student an understanding of HE.
With the programme, students can:

- Get an insight into the university to gain a clear picture of what to expect.

Online application
(via website) —
Students need to
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- Hear inspirational stories from current students and graduates working in their chosen
field.
- Learn how to write a successful university application by talking to admission tutors.

apply online to sign
up.

Masterclasses

A set of classes ranging from Computer Science to Optometry allowing students to
experience the subject. Students can

- Experience a university lecture and experience using equipment’s
- Take part in workshops allowing them to build and design their ideas, e.g., they
construct building in the Engineering Masterclass.

5. Lancaster University (Lancaster, 2018)

Target Lancaster Mentoring Programme

Year 12 students (mentees) from WP backgrounds work with current Lancaster students
(mentor) on a number of school/college sessions based around the questions and issues
students have about university. The mentors and mentees are matched through shared
areas of academic interest. The mentee must attend at least two mentoring sessions and
a final day visit to Lancaster to receive a ‘guaranteed offer’ at the university at standard
level for most subject areas.

Online application
(via website) —
Students need to
apply online to sign
up.

Email — mentee
and mentor keep in
contact via email.

Residential Visits (part of Summer School Programme)
The programme offers a unique student experience over four days. Students can:

- Study the subject of their choice

- Talk one to one with the admission tutor

- Spend time with current Lancaster students
- Enjoy social activities

None

Campus Day Visits

Students are given a tour of the university, aiming to give a general introduction to HE.
Topics such as student life, student finance, barriers to enter HE, UCAS and personal
statements are discussed during the tour. Groups of students can participate in many taster
sessions during their visit.

None

Table 2.2 - Examples of some Widening Participation Projects

As seen from the table above, numerous on-going projects ranging from taster weeks, Open Days, campus

visits, and information and guidance sessions, are being undertaken by the Widening Participation teams

to encourage pupils from under-represented groups to enter HE. Despite running numerous projects to

widen participation, one could question why the participation rate of students from Low Participating

Neighbourhoods (LPN) is still extremely low and not increasing significantly over the years.

It can also be noted that not much technology is used to facilitate WP projects. The only kinds of

technologies being used are emails and social media, to communicate with the students and share event

details, websites, to give students additional information and get in touch with an e-mentor or to get students

to sign up/apply for the WP project (as seen in City University, where all their applications are made online).

In addition, for some projects, tangible technologies such as projectors and screens are used within the

classroom/environment to aid the learning process, helping students understand the lecture/lesson better.

32



Other Projects to Promote Higher Education

Certain universities in the UK run projects and activities to promote higher education. These projects are
different to the Widening Participation as they do not just target pupils from backgrounds that are under-
represented at university, but target all young pupils within UK, regardless of their background and age. At
times these universities collaborate with companies, other universities and schools to form a consortium
and run the project. For this literature review, a search was done on Google with the key words ‘projects’,
‘higher education’ and ‘UK’. The list of project results returned were then read through to see whether they
are part of a widening participation project - if the project is only targeted for pupils who are from an under-
represented group. To give an overview, the first few projects or activities found in the list which were not
part of the WP, as they focused on all pupils in UK were listed in Table 1.3 below.

Technology

Projects/Activities Used

University Time Capsule (Oxford Brookes Unviersity,2019)

An interactive day at Oxford (Headington Campus) which introduces Year 5 students to
higher education and shows what it is like to be a student at university. Through interactive None
activities the event introduces the concept of higher education and emphasizes that
everyone has the potential to achieve. Pupils are given a fun campus tour, work in teams
to win points, and create posters to market a society of their choice.

Raising Aspirations Teachers Pack (University of Liverpool, 2018)

The University of Liverpool has developed an innovative teaching pack which contains None
ideas and resources to inform primary children of the educational opportunities available.

Santander Financial Literacy Programme (Santander, 2018)

The programme involves a number of talks which aim to improve financial literacy by
helping young people develop basic money management skills and understand the
implications of poor money management. It helps make them aware and ready for
university life.

None

Professor Fluffy’s Primary Roadshow (Greenbank, 2018)

A classroom-based project that delivers sessions to both Year 5 and Year 6 pupils by | Website —to deliver
current students and recent graduates from Liverpool university. The two hour programme | the interactive
aims to raise awareness and aspirations of university. The children get an insight into what Profgssor Fluffy
being a student is like, what courses they can study, where they can go to university and | S€sSion
what happens at graduation. The session includes:
- Aninteractive Professor Fluffy website session
- Professor Fluffy comic activity
- Graduation ceremony

ELP Project (JISC, 2007) Pebblepad (E-
portfolio)
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E-portfolio was used to record evidence for a module that supported learner progression
into higher education. Students were encouraged to think about university and reflect their
skills and abilities. One of the key tasks was to get students to complete their personal
statement for the UCAS application.

File - Pass Project (Mahoney, 2006)

Pebblepad (E-

Child care learners on a Key Skills Programme became more motivated and were keener portfolio)
i

to attend, as a result of using an e-portfolio on their course. Learners were encouraged to
document their thoughts in blogs to help their understanding.

L4All Project (De Freitas, et al., 2006)

Web based portal
— To develop
timeline

Learners developed an online timeline to help them look into the future. Learners found
that completing an online life timeline made them think about what they were going to do
with their future. Personalized support and advice was incorporated in the timeline, to help
learners make decisions about their future.

MANSLE Project (Jisc Learners Perspectives, 2012)

Social networking tools are used for this project. The leader of the project encouraged | Social Networking
students to share their research findings and issue discussions with their peers. Social | Sites

media here was not just used for sharing personal content but also to work out how to
tackle the potential to move to university.

Realizing Opportunities Project (Realising Opportunities, 2018)

Website — To

This project provides students with skill and information to help them make informed
contact e-mentor

decisions about their future to raise their aspirations to progress to university. Students are
supported through the programme by their local RO university and a dedicated e-mentor.

Table 2.3 - Proiects to Promote Higher Education

In addition to the projects above, there were numerous one-to-one career guidance and university course
advice sessions run by universities. Several schools as well held workshops dedicated to help pupils start
making an application for HE, and answer any HE related queries. These workshops and advice sessions
run by the universities and schools were open to all pupils, not just those who are part of an
underrepresented group. One thing in common in all these projects is that there is limited use of technology.
Like the WP projects, technology is used to contact students and/or to give them additional information

about a workshop, session or event. Use of e-portfolio and contacting e-mentors to get advice is also seen.

In addition, it was also noted that most these projects were more focused towards helping students make
an informed decision about their future. They were promoting higher education, unlike the WP projects,
where the main focus was to encourage the individuals to enter higher education. The projects included
mentors (RealisngOpportunities, 2018), talks/discussion (Jisc Learners Perspectives., 2012) and web
based portals to create a timeline (De Freitas, et al., 2006) to encourage students to think about their future.
There was however no focus on mitigating influence from friends or family members, these projects just
focused on helping the students make an informed decision by allowing them to think about their future
options.
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2.1.3 Motivators and Barriers to enter Higher Education

In this section, existing work which focuses on understanding reasons and factors which influence and
individuals to enter or not enter higher education is covered. It was this part of the literature review, as well
as the statistics presented earlier, which steered the motivation for running the first three studies in this
research, and defining the first two research questions (RQ-1 and RQ-2). Conducting this literature review
identified a limitation in the existing work; all the studies conducted focus on participants from across UK,
they did not identify what barriers or motivators are encountered by individuals from a LPN in particular,
which results to such a low number of entrants from these neighbourhoods to enter higher education. In
addition, these studies did not look into how technology played a role in the decision making. To address
this, it was decided to conduct study 1 and 2 (reported in Chapter 3 and 4). Prior studies conducted which

focus on exploring the barriers and motivators to enter HE are reported in this section.

2.1.3.1 Motivators: Why Students choose to enter Higher Education

This section explores various studies conducted to find out students’ motives for entering higher education
(HE) and what factors affected their reasoning.

When a number of students were asked what their main reason was to enter HE for a report on ‘Student
Motives, Aspirations and Choices’ (Leeds, 2017) by University of Leeds, the two most frequent reasons
were: (i) to help get a job (or a better job), or (ii) to pursue a particular career which required a qualification.
The third and fourth most frequent reason students gave were intellectual issues. These were, (iii) students
were interested in the subject, and (iv) students wanted to continue studying and learning. In the study, the

researcher divided the student’s reasons to enter higher education into three categories.

Associated with the outcomes of the course and students’ long-term job

1. Instrumental -
and career prospects.

2. Intellectual - Related primarily to the students intrinsic interest in the course and/or the
institution

Related to any kind of social pressure or norm affecting the student’s

3. Social Norm - -
decision.

The research consisted of a postal survey of a nationally representative sample of full and part time students,
only students in their second year and above were surveyed. A total of 1,270 usable questionnaires were
received and the response rate was 63%.

The younger students for this research (under 25 years old) were more likely to say that the most important

reason for going to university was to help them get a job (33% compared to 21%), and less likely stated

that they needed a desire for a change in their direction in life (3% compared to 18%). The younger full
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time students also valued the university experience, social life, independent living and associated activities
contributed to their personal development and their transition into adulthood and into employment.

Another study carried out in 2005, A Survey of Student Attitudes, Experiences and Expectations (Round,
2005), confirmed the reasons stated by the previous study. The results of their study concluded that ‘general
job prospects’ were the most frequently named reason why students entered higher education. This was
closely followed by the ‘self-esteem’ reason of simply wanting to achieve a degree. Just over 25% named
family influence. First generation students were significantly more likely to enter HE due to a subject interest,
whereas second generation students were more likely to say that they entered HE due to family influence.
Those who stated that the wishes and expectations of their family were important in their decision were

less likely to agree that subject interest played a part.

In addition, the NUS Student Experience Report, (NUS, 2008) carried out surveys to get an overview of
students HE experience across the UK. Their research results also tie in the previous mentioned studies
results, suggesting that many students see university as a means to an end, with only 29% of the
participants saying that the main reason they wanted to go to university was ‘for the experience’. However,
the most popular responses by students when asked why they wanted to enter HE were: ‘to gain a
qualification’ (68%), ‘to improve my chances of getting a job’ (53%), and ‘to improve my earning potential’
(44%).

They also established that the key influences for wanting to go to university cited by students are affected
by their socio-economic background: 27% of students in socio-economic Group A (referred to as socio-
economic class 1 - Higher Managerial / Professional Occupation) cite their parents/guardians as their key
influence in wanting to go to university, compared to only 6% of students in socio-economic background
Group DE (referred to as socio-economic class 6 and 7 — Semi-routine and Routine Occupations).
Conversely, only 2% of students in socio-economic Group A (class 1) state that their teachers play a vital
role, compared with 13% of those in socio-economic Group DE (class 6 and 7). It was also evident from
the results that ‘Friends/Siblings’ play an important role in influencing the decision to go to university for
socio-economic classes 6 and 7, and ‘Parents’ play the least importance in influencing their child’s decision.
Figure 2.3 below is taken from the report (NUS, 2008), illustrating the key influences on students when
deciding to go to university.
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Chart 4: Key influence on deciding to go to university
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Figure 2.3 - Influences on deciding to go to University (NUS, 2008)

The study also suggested that students can fit into four basic segments that relate to their motivations for
choosing to enter HE. These segments are not mutually exclusive as there tends to be a degree of overlap:

1. Academics Focus on learning and gaining academic skills. Main reason to enter HE is
to learn.
2. Next Steppers Have a clear goal and choose a degree with that in mind. Main reason to

enter HE is because they need a qualification to enter a specific field.

3. Option Openers Do not necessarily have a clear goal, although they may have a vague idea
of an area of interest. Main reason to enter HE is to learn about interesting

subject.

4. Toe Dippers Primarily attracted to university for the lifestyle/living experience, but similar
to Option Openers, hope to have more opportunities presented to them
afterwards. Main reason to enter HE is to have a social life, or were

influenced by their friends as they were all going.

A trend can be seen from this study, where participants from Group DE (socio-economic class 6 and 7) are
usually classified as a “Toe Dipper’, whereas, participants form Group A (socio-economic class 1) are more
likely to be classified as ‘Academics’ or ‘Next Steppers’.

2.1.3.2 Barriers: Why Students choose NOT to enter HE

This section explores various studies conducted to find out the reasons why students decide not to
participate in HE, and what factors act as barriers and constraints.

Although there has been an increase in the number of university entrants from disadvantaged backgrounds
in recent years, as individuals believe that a qualification will bring improved job and career prospects,
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improving earning and job security, a study (Connor, Tyers, Modood & Hillage, 2004) conducted by the
Department for Education and Employment (DfEE) explored the decisions affecting the participation in HE
of individuals from lower social class and concluded that there are many discouraging factors which restrict
or impact an individual’s decision to enter HE. There were two most common reasons why an individual
from such a background chose not to enter HE: they either wanted to start employment, earn money and
be independent at an earlier age, or they had a career or job goal in mind which did not require a degree
qualification.

The study also suggested that the individuals were worried about the cost of studying and being in debt.
They showed concern about not being able to find a job after their degree to pay off the debt. It was reported
in ‘The Guardian’ news that university fees in the biggest barrier students face when deciding to enter HE
(Adams, 2013). Other factors include not being able to cope with the academic pressures and workload,
the application process itself, personal issues such as arranging childcare. On the whole, the study
mentions that students from lower social class appear to have a lower level of confidence about their ability
to succeed in HE and in taking career decisions than those from a higher social class.

Prior education and family background can influence an individual’s decision about HE entry in numerous
ways. The survey carried out for this research (Connor, Dewson, Tyers, Eccles, Regan & Aston, 2001) also
proved that various people play an important role in the decision process. For a potential entrant coming
from a low social class, college tutors and teachers play a vital role as they are seen as the key positive
‘influencers’. The same result was also concluded in by a study in the previous section (study (NUS, 2008)),
where participants from a low socio economic background were heavily influenced by their teachers,
whereas those from a higher socio economic background were more influenced by their parents/guardians.
This study also concluded that although plenty of information about HE is available to potential entrants, it
is often seen as being too general and overly complex. The main gaps in information content are on the
financial aspects of HE study, three quarters of the full time students in the survey did not feel they had
sufficient information about how much it was likely to cost to be a student.

A similar study was carried out, by the University of Glasgow (Forsyth & Furlong, 2003) which investigated
the barriers and constraints faced by students from disadvantaged backgrounds. For this study 81 in-depth
interviews were conducted of participants who had taken part in a previous study by the university. This
sub sample selected represented a full range of student career paths from dropouts through to degree year
students. The barriers and constraints reported by these participants were:

1. Alack of familiarity with HE, which often resulted in young people enrolling in inappropriate courses
or unsuitable institutions, resulting in them dropping out.
A lack of funds, which limited their choice of course/institution.
A fear of debt, resulting in the student lacking confidence as they are worried that they will not be
able to find a job at the end to pay off this debt (this was stated in previous study too, study (Connor,
Dewson, Tyers, Eccles, Regan & Aston, 2001).

4. Feeling of cultural isolation, particularly at prestigious institutions, compromising the disadvantaged
students identity and lower morale.
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In addition, a SPICe (Scottish Parliament Information Centre) Briefing on the Barriers to Widening Access
to Higher Education (Mullen, 2010) states that factors such as socio-economic background, age, gender,
income, family circumstances and geography (where an individual lives) all appear to affect an individual’s
choice to participate in HE. These factors are not mutually exclusive and do overlap. The value an individual
places on achievement in a HE qualification, in terms of their future employments and earning prospects is
also a determining factor.

As seen in the previous section, the study from the NUS Student Experience Report, (NUS, 2008) also
confirms this briefings (Mullen, 2010) points. Factors such as the socio-economic background play a vital
role when it comes to deciding about entering HE. There are factors which can play a positive motivating
role in entering HE, while the same factor can play a negative role (barrier), encouraging an individual to
not enter HE. For example, the study (NUS, 2008) reported that family and friends ‘influence’ also plays a
vital role in determining whether or not they want to enter HE. Those from socio-economic class 1 (Higher
Managerial / Professional Occupation) said that their parents, grandparents, and/or guardians were the key
influence in deciding to go to university, and their teachers influence played the least part. However, those
from socio-economic class 5 and 6 (Semi-routine and Routine Occupations) stated that their friends were
the key influence, after which it was their teachers. These students are normally classified as those who
are primarily interested in going to HE because all their friends are going and do not feel left out. The ‘social
norm’ as mentioned as one of the motivators to enter HE in a study conducted by the University of Leeds
(Leeds, 2017) affects the student’s decision. The second literature review conducted for this research
(Section 5.5) identified that limited focus has been paid towards using technology to address this factor.
Existing work and studies focus on minimising parental influence, by giving them additional information and
guidance via email, websites and forums, with the aim of raising their awareness about higher education
so that they encourage their children to enter. However, overcoming friends’ influence is not addressed to
that extent.

2.2 Peer Pressure

The factor ‘friends’ influence’ can play a vital role in the decision making process of entering HE for
individuals who are from socio-economic classed 5 and 6, or in other words, for those who come from an
under-resented group. In the studies analysed in this section, this is one of the reasons reported which
plays a major role in deciding about HE. Individuals change their decisions about HE if there is any kind of
social/peer pressure or norm. For this research, this factor will be investigated further as it is one of the key
influencers in affecting a student’s decision (especially those from an under-represented group). It can play
both a positive and negative role, hence, this factor was the primary focus of this research. It is explored
further in the next section — Peer Pressure.

Peer pressure is the influence an individual feels from others in their peer group. The individual may be
encouraged to change their behaviour, attitudes, and even values to match their peers, so that that they
feel accepted within their friends group. Based on various studies, it was made evident that individuals are
most likely to be susceptible to peer pressure when they are middle adolescents (aged 15-17) ((Survelum,
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2010), (Kimberly, 2002), and (Steinberg & Monahan 2007)). These studies are thoroughly examined further
on in this section. People are susceptible to peer pressure because of their fear of not belonging.

Peer pressure can be both positive and negative and can be presented explicitly/directly or
implicitly/indirectly. Explicit, or direct peer pressure involves a clear instruction from someone in the group
telling the individual how to behave. For example, not going to class because your friends have told you
not to and to go play with them instead. Implicit, or indirect peer pressure is not so obvious. Although it is
not as powerful as direct influence, it can still greatly influence the decisions of an individual. Indirect peer
pressure is what one sees and hears others doing. For example, if others are dressed in a certain way, the
individual will follow them to fit into the group.

For this research, we will be focusing on how peer pressure can play a vital role in influencing an individual's
decisions about entering HE, especially those from under-represented groups. An individual will normally
be making a decision about whether to go or not to university before they are 18 years old, in their mid-
teens, when they are at a mid-adolescent age. Hence, for this literature review the role of peer pressure on

mid-adolescents was explored.

Peer pressure and Social Development

All the studies and research articles read for this literature review, indicated that mid-teens develop an
increased interest in their peers and are highly influenced by them. As concluded in Steinberg and
Monahan’s research, there is a lower resistance to peer influence among adolescents than adults
(Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). The decisions and opinions of their friends matter a lot, and they even give
them more importance than their family (especially parents). Kimberly stated in her study (Kimberly, 2002)
middle adolescents prefer their friends to family. There is also an increase in risk taking. This was further
proven in a study conducted (Albert, Chein & Steinberg, 2013), where the researchers found that
adolescents are motivated to take part in a risky behaviour in the presence of their peers. If they were alone
then they are less likely to take part in that behaviour.

According to the Peer Pressure Survey by Survelum Public Bank (Survelum, 2010), only 10% of those
surveyed about peer pressure say that they have never been influenced by peer pressure, and 40% of
these young people said that peer pressure distracts a person from reaching his/her goals. 28% of them
also said that giving into peer pressure helps them move up the social ladder. These young people stated

that their peers have influenced them both positively and negatively.

In addition, Oregon government published the stages of healthy adolescent development (Oregon, 2009),
where they broken down the adolescent stages into early (10-14 years), mid (15-17 years) and late (18-21
years). Each stage has its own set of development characteristics. Here they stated that a middle
adolescent will develop strong peer allegiances, whereas the late adolescent decisions and values will be
less influenced by peers. Middle adolescents will also conflict with more with family. Two more studies,
(World Health Organisation, 2010) and (Clark & Loheac, 2007) concluded that middle adolescents have
intense peer group involvement and as they have such strong peer friendships, peer groups are most
important and determine their behaviour. Peer groups and interaction with peers are a fundamental part of
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young peoples” lives and are important for their cognitive, social and emotional development (Bagwell, Coie,
Terry & Lochman, 2000). Furthermore, adolescents” social development is significantly influenced by peers’

relations (Tsitsika, et al., 2014), which today are often mediated through social networking sites.

2.2.1 Strategies and Technologies used to Overcome Peer Pressure

To identify what technologies and/or projects already exist currently to help combat peer pressure, a search
was done on the ACM Digital Library, IEEE Xplore, Google Scholar, Springer Link (to search for papers
published in the Persuasive Technology conference from 2006 to 2018) and Google. A number of searches
were carried out with different search criteria and included keywords such as ‘peer pressure’, ‘overcome’,
‘mitigate’, ‘influence’. YouTube was also used to gather additional information on how peer pressure can
be overcome. YouTube has numerous videos each giving advice on how to address any issues related to

peer pressure and what the consequences of peer pressure can be.

After doing the literature review it was evident that negative influence and peer pressure is being addressed
in various domains. There are numerous blogs, articles, inspirational and motivational videos informing
individuals of the ways to combat peer pressure. The different suggestions and advice given to individuals
who are battling with peer pressure are identified below. Please note that these suggestions identified all
come from various sources (from the literature review), not just one source. Individuals are being advised
to use various strategies to handle peer pressure. Overall, they are being told to:

1. Find a positive role model. Having a mentor (or peer mentor) or speaking to someone who you can
trust, whether it is a friend, family member, or counsellor for support and guidance. A number of
mentoring programs have been built which incorporate a ‘buddy system’ to help support children and
teenagers through the stresses of school, family and friends. Some examples include:

e Big Brothers Big Sisters — http://www.bbbs.org/ - An organisation in America which

helps children realize their potential and build their futures. The staff members of this network
match a mentor to a child between ages 6 -18. A girl is matched with a ‘big sister’ mentor and a
boy is matched with a ‘big brother’ mentor. The aim is to provide children facing adversity with
strong professionally supported one-to-one relationships that change their lives for the better.
The mentor and child meet on a regular basis at the Big Brothers Big Sisters workplace (in their
local area).

e Learning Mentor (Unison, 2019) - Work with school and college students and pupils to help them
address barriers (and potential barriers) to learning through supportive one-to-one relationships
and sometimes small group work. They address barriers/issues such as bullying, peer pressure,
family issues/concerns, lack of confidence/low self-esteem, low aspirations, mental health
issues, relationship difficulties etc.

o TAPS Peer Mentor (App) - https://www.taps.org/peermentor/mobileapp - a mobile app used to

communicate with a peer mentor. The mentor offers a source of companionship and hope. The

app is designated for surviving military family members, and the mentors are survivors too.

TAPS (Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors) is a non-profit organisation endorsed by the
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Department of Defence, who offer compassionate care to all those grieving the loss of a loved
one who died while serving in the Armed Forces. TAPS provide comfort and hope 24/7 through

a national peer support network and connection to grief resources.

Make friends with others who share common interests, values, and beliefs or join a community or
group whose members share common interests with you and are similar to you. This approach is
suggested by majority of the sources — articles (Bell, 2013), blogs (Meyers, 2017) and counselling
services (University of California, 2018). Individuals are being encouraged to widen their social
network, so that they have other options of support if a friendship goes wrong. A number of programs,
those which use technology (like apps or websites etc.) as well as those which do not use technology

(social groups and events), have been developed which address ‘similarity’, so that individuals are

able to socialise and interact with others who are similar to them. This gives them hope that there

are others like them and that they are not alone. Some examples include —

e Wisdo (App) — https://wisdo.com/ - A peer-to-peer support and wisdom network, connecting
people with similar life experiences. Users can connect with other individuals (via the mobile app)
who share similar feelings and emotions (loneliness, depression etc.), and seek advice and
comfort. They can interact with people who have ‘been there’, by either posting in a group or
sending them a private message. They can join a particular group and take part in the group chat.
There is a facility to connect with an expert or ‘Guide’, who gives users advice and guidance about
what they should do.

e Fitness coach Cody (App) (Techcrunch, 2013)- - After users download the mobile app, they're
asked to identify their goals, whether it is running 10 miles or reducing a little bit of stress. The
coach, uses this content to generate tips and recommend workouts, information and venues
based on their activity and interests. Users can also interact with other users who have the same
goal. The coach recommends friends who have the same interest and creates fun competitions
between users with the same interests.

e Al-Anon Meetings - https://www.al-anonuk.org.uk/- help and hope for families and friends of
alcoholics. Members share their own experience, strength, and hope with each other. They meet
others who share the same feelings and frustrations, and are in a similar situation. The members
come together to learn a better way of life, to find happiness whether the alcoholic is still drinking
or not. The meeting location, timings and information is listed on the website.

e Student Room (online forum) — https://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/ - potential students are

brought together in a social environment where they can discuss a particular topic

Have inner strength and confidence that you are making the best choice at that given time. If it does
not feel right, it probably is not, so just have the confidence to say ‘NO'. Having self-esteem and
confidence will allow individuals to make their own decision and push back on peer influence. Blogs
written by Julien Meyers (2017) and Lona Bailey (2018) have suggested this technique. They said
that in order to overcome peer pressure, an individual should think about what their core values are,
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why they have them and what they mean for their future. Once they understand their values, they will

be more confident and assertive about their decisions and will stick with them.

Raise awareness (Lee, 2018) about peer pressure so that individuals understand the consequences
of peer pressure so that they learn to say ‘no’ when they are influenced into doing something they
are not comfortable with. This strategy has been strongly emphasised by blogger Quran Riddick
(Riddick, 2015). She herself was a victim of teen peer pressure, therefore decided to raise awareness
on this issue so that people across the world can understand this problem better and have ways to
overcome it. She has written two blog posts, and created her own website -
http://griddick.wixsite.com/teen-peer-pressure-1 -, along with a YouTube video, and a Teen Peer
Pressure survey. On her website, she posts videos related to peer pressure, and posts real life stories
of other teens who went through peer pressure and what their advice would be. She makes it clear
that there is a relationship between peer pressure and bullying, therefore believes that if teens are
aware of the consequences and effects of peer pressure, they are less likely to give in and will be
able to combat it.

KS1 Peer Pressure Thinking Cards - https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resource/t-p-53-ks1-peer-pressure-
thinking-cards - is another activity/game created for KS1 children aimed to raise warns about peer
pressure. The kids are presented with a scenario on a card, and they have to discuss what they think

the right thing to do is.

Make a Vision Board/Dream Board — A YouTube video giving advice on how to handle peer pressure
- https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lao7gqr27JA - suggest building a vision board. A vision board
is a collage of pictures and quotes of one's dreams and visions, designed to serve as a source of
inspiration and motivation. It is a visual representation of the things you want to have in your life.
Vision boards work by programming the part of the brain responsible for attention. By writing down
your goals and focusing your mind on the things you want in your life you are able to see new ways
to achieve these things in reality.

A study conducted by TD Bank (Z