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THE BIG PICTURE

Online learning has certainly grown over the last 
decade. In the early days everyone was talking 
about MOOCs and wondering what they’d 
become and now every UK university is moving 
significant amounts of teaching online, so they can 
continue operating during a global pandemic. 

The global online education market is forecast to 
reach a total market size of US$319.167bn in 2025, 
increasing from $187.877bn in 2019 , with the 
majority of this growth driven by North America. 

The value of the UK market however, is not known 
in as much detail. The strong international appeal 
of our HE sector makes it more challenging to 
understand the true value of online learning and 
its potential. The ease of access to online learning 
creates a completely new market opportunity. 
Despite disparity in access to technology in 
different countries, the world is more connected 
than it’s ever been. This means more people have 
access to study wholly online. 

As the UK turns the corner on a decade of youth 
population decline, if entry rates grow at the same 
rate by 2030 there could be an additional 100,000 
students wanting to enrol at UK universities. Online 
learning makes accommodating these students 
more feasible, realistic and affordable. Clearly, this 
will also impact on those wanting to continue study 
to postgraduate level.

However, little is known about student behaviour 
when considering online learning. The student 
journey is very different to conventional routes. 
Application windows are mostly more flexible, 
admissions processes vary, traditional influencer 
networks are less likely to operate, conventional 
in-person recruitment activities are less likely to 
attract, and conversion is largely unknown. 
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WHAT WE’RE RESEARCHING

There are a lot of questions that need answering. 
This is why we’ve designed a new piece of 
research for the sector. Our aim is to understand 
the online learning market from both a student, 
and provider perspective, so that we can better 
understand the current and future scope of the 
online learning market in the UK.

We’re putting the students undertaking online 
learning in the UK at the heart of our research. 
We’ll focus on understanding their experiences, 
exploring how and why they make their decisions 
and what makes them choose a particular provider. 
We’ll also be looking at the specific options they 
have to choose from, so we can better understand 
and contextualise their decision making. 

League table position and existing institutional 
reputation clearly have a role to play in student 
decision making. This is magnified by the hyper 
selectiveness of third party online learning partners 
when they choose institutions to partner with. 
The wider impact of this partnership behaviour 
is not known in the student market however, so 
this research will examine the role of third party 
platforms in student decision making.

Using the 7Ps framework, we’ll explore the  
breadth of online distance learning provision  
from both a student and provider perspective.  
Specifically, we’ll look to understand:

1) PRODUCT 

Examine volumes, different courses, subject type, 
pedagogical approaches and delivery platform.

2) PRICE 

Gain an understanding of price points for  
platforms and how price points vary for courses 
across different subject areas and study levels,  
as well as how this impacts on perceived value and 
price sensitivity.

3) PLACE

Learn about the value of physical place  
(location city/country) in relation to interactivity 
through platform, peer-to-peer engagement  
and face-to-face elements. 

4) PROMOTION 

Develop insight into where online learning is 
promoted, how integrated it is within wider 
campaign strategy and how much is spent.

5) PEOPLE

Identify who’s involved in setting up, delivering, 
and managing ongoing engagement from a 
university perspective, we’ll also look at the 
audience – segments, their journey, and decision 
making criteria.

6) PROCESS

Gain greater understanding around the digital 
student journey, for example, what processes  
are in place for admissions and applications, and 
what the student support and delivery experience 
looks like.

7) PHYSICAL EVIDENCE 

Gain insight into the quality of platforms, service 
levels, UX and interface.
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OUR RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

TO ACHIEVE OUR GOALS, WE WILL:

1) establish a national benchmark, surveying 
students who have previously completed an HE 
level course online (UG, PG, Executive Education) 
or are considering doing so. 

2) use the results of the national survey to  
assess the range and depth of opinions amongst 
current and prospective students. Then through 
syndicated research, we’ll incorporate the views 
of students from universities and business schools 
across the UK.

3) understand the role of the provider and nuances 
in provision of online learning. 

4) understand the value perception of online 
learning from employers.

WE’LL CONDUCT RESEARCH INTO THE 
STUDENT AUDIENCE AS FOLLOWS:

We’ll engage with the student audience via 
an online questionnaire through our research 
portal. We’ll use the same questions for the 
benchmarking survey for each institution, so that 
comparisons can be drawn between institutions, 
the sector and across any subsequent waves  
of research. 

To gain a greater understanding of the role of 
providers and the nuances in provision, we’ll 
combine a quantitative and qualitative research 
approach. The first stage will be a short online 
survey emailed to relevant people, which will 
allow us to compare measurable and comparative 
metrics in order to answer questions around 
‘Where’ and ‘What’. The second stage will be a 
follow up telephone interview to dig a little deeper 
into the feedback with the aim of understanding 
the ‘Why’ and ‘How’. 

As much of the online learning market at HEPs in 
the UK is at postgraduate level, employability is an 
important consideration in the value proposition 
of these courses. At SMRS we specialise in 
Education, Youth and Employer marketing.  
Our enviable connection to the employer space 
gives us a real opportunity to survey a range of 
organisations to learn their views about online 
learning, how this might have changed and 
their value perceptions from a recruitment and 
retention perspective. 
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WHAT YOU’LL GET FROM OUR RESEARCH 

1. INSTITUTION REPORT

We’ll deliver a full written report of the research 
findings, focusing on the analysis of survey 
responses from your student audience. This will  
be developed in context through our understanding 
of your current situation from our research with 
your staff. It will cover all seven areas of the 
strategic framework, as this was chosen as the 
most effective method to identify the key issues 
that affect the development and marketing of 
online learning. 

The institution report will combine your current 
product position with audience perceptions to 
identify opportunities and threats to business 
strategy and planning in this area. 

2. BENCHMARK REPORT

As part of our research, we’ll provide a comparison 
to the national sample and syndicated research — 
benchmarking your performance against the wider 
market and identifying points of parity and points  
of differentiation. 

The benchmark report will position your 
performance in the context of the wider sector  
to identify strengths and weaknesses.

3. PRESENTATION TO STAKEHOLDERS 

We’ll deliver a summarised version of the key 
findings of your institution and benchmark reports. 
These will be presented to your stakeholders and 
made available for sharing internally.  

Price: £8,500 ex VAT
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WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?

From July, we’ll be launching our national 
benchmarking research and inviting universities and 
business schools to participate. The research will 
be conducted throughout August with results and 
reports distributed in September. 

If you’d like to get involved, have any questions  
or would just like to find out more, please contact 

Dan Beynon, Head of Education  
dan.beynon@smrs.co.uk
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