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Abstract 

Marketisation of higher education has emerged as a global trend in many countries and in the 

UK, students are now paying amongst the highest tuition fees globally. Marketisation is 

synonymous with performative management practices that require universities to report on an 

expanding range of metrics designed to demonstrate value to students and the general public.  

It is also changing the way educational provision is delivered and managed, including the way 

in which teaching practice is managed to meet the challenges of marketization, managerialism 

and student demand.  This paper uses the concept of Organisational Climate (OC) to examine 

the challenges facing UK Business School academics in their teaching role in particular, 

focusing on the factors shaping the climate for teaching across different institutions.  Using 

focus groups, the paper identifies the determinants of OC for teaching practice in order to 

explore how academics perceive their role and the effect of marketization and performative 

systems on the changing conceptions of teaching in higher education.  The paper has wide 

ranging implications for business schools globally in understanding how marketisation affects 

teaching practice, where managerialism and metric outputs are already impacting other key 

agendas facing the delivery of academic subjects with a strong business orientation.   

 

 

Introduction  

The concept of a University education has been transformed in the post-war period to be a 

more accessible public good as a means to achieving a more civil society, with the aims of 

enriching student’s minds and supporting them to acquire specific skills and attributes.  

However, ideological shifts in how universities are funded and managed are currently affecting 

teaching practice -- the activities that academics perform as knowledge seekers, creators, 

curators, transformers and disseminators of knowledge to stimulate inquiry and critical 

thinking (Collini, 2018; Trede et al., 2012).  The extant literature on teaching practice can be 
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grouped into four research streams (Figure 1) with the main theme linking this body of 

research the importance of improving teaching practice to enhance learning and student 

outcomes (Gibbs, 2010).  To date, however, there is little discussion in the literature on how 

the changing ideological landscape of higher education is affecting teaching practice and its 

transformational role in student achievement and potential. 

In the past few decades, theoretical constructs from economics (e.g. free markets) have 

been applied to universities to support moves to divest the state from direct subsidisation and 

direct involvement in higher education, despite evidence that these principles may actually 

distort the market for these public goods (Brown & Carasso, 2013; Fredman & Doughney, 

2012; Molesworth et al., 2010). However, proponents argue that by removing direct 

government regulation, a free market or what is deemed a marketization solution will emerge 

to promote competition between suppliers and create more choice for consumers while also 

improving efficiency, transparency and quality (Molesworth et al., 2009). Marketization has in 

turn reshaped models of teaching and research practice to include explicit elements of 

“performance management and quality control of teaching and research” (Deem & Brehony, 

2005: 226, see also Deasy et al., 2016) as the means to assess whether the goals of efficiency 

and quality are being met.  

Marketization is most visible in the growth of business education with its perceived 

linkages to the world of work and graduate employability and  Business Schools (BS) have 

been the major growth sectors in most universities worldwide as the number of students has 

risen rapidly (see for e.g. CABS, 2019).  As marketization has been accompanied by a user-pay 

philosophy, higher fees and an emphasis on graduate employment, students look increasingly 

at value for money (VFM) and how a degree prepares them for future careers (Brown & 

Carasso, 2013); for many, business education appears to be the most direct route. As numbers 

increase,  BSs have become financial ‘cash cows’ to cross-subsidise other university activities 

(McKie, 2018) and this has transformed their role.  
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Although a number of key studies have examined the impact of marketization on the 

meaning of university education and how it affects decision-making within institutions (e.g. 

Brown & Carasso, 2013; Collini, 2018; Cribb & Gewirtz, 2013; McGettigan, 2013), there is a 

lacuna in relation to its impact on teaching practice and teachers in higher education 

(e.g.Taberner, 2018 is an exception). This paper addresses the knowledge gap on the effect of 

marketization on teaching practice and teachers in UK BSs. It makes a sustained contribution 

to the theory of teaching practice in management education, highlighting its transformative role 

and how marketization may impact educational theory, practice and development. The 

contention here is that while the quest to develop one’s teaching practice has always been a 

challenging one, it is increasingly problematic in a higher education sector characterised by a 

marketized orientation with a performative approach to outcomes. A performative approach 

brings with it an expanding measurement regime that requires universities to report on a 

growing list of metrics of performance and quality, teaching quality being just one of them 

(Martin, 2016). A critique of how teachers perceive their work and the effect of marketization 

is long overdue given how crucial teaching quality is to positive student outcomes (Gibbs, 

2010).   

The contribution to knowledge is achieved by using Organisational Climate (OC) as a 

framework to understand how to theorise the changing external and internal operating 

environment in universities and how it is affecting academics’ perceptions of their teaching 

role and their ability to teach effectively. Organisational Climate represents employees shared 

perceptions of attributes in the work environment that are deemed to affect their roles, 

performance, and other outcome variables such as satisfaction and productivity. (Schneider & 

Rentsch, 1988). Our contribution builds on only one previous OC study that considered 

academics in their teaching role (Gormley & Kennerly, 2010), however even this study has as 

its main focus managers, administrators and/or research active staff, and all except one study 

have used quantitative methodologies. Our study develops the OC area by examining the 
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attributes of OC unique to the teaching function compared to the diverse roles undertaken by 

academics and adopts a qualitative approach. Using focus groups with 20 academics across a 

range of BSs in the UK of different sizes and missions, the study’s research questions are:  

 What are the main attributes of the climate for teaching practice in UK business 

schools? 

 What are the mechanisms shaping and influencing climate attributes in UK business 

schools and how is this affecting the perceptions of teaching academics and their role? 

Our study is of relevance to Business Schools across the world where marketization has 

changed the relationship between student and institution as well as how academic performance 

is measured. The UK however is probably a particularly good example of this phenomena  not 

only because it is a country where marketization has arguably proceeded furthest but also 

because of the variations that exist between Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland each with 

hybrid variations of marketization. 

The paper commences with a review of the theoretical precepts of marketization and the 

concepts (e.g. OC) used to understand its impact. The methodology selected is reviewed 

alongside the conceptual framework developed followed by the results, the limitations of the 

study and opportunities to extend this body of knowledge through further research.   

Theorising the Marketization of Higher Education 

Under marketization, management practices in universities have sought to adopt the 

characteristics, techniques, and values of those used in the private sector.  Despite the academic 

focus of universities as centres of learning, new practices characterized as ‘performative’ and 

the ‘new managerialism’ (Clarke & Newman, 1997; Deem, 1998; Deem & Brehony, 2005; 

Deasey & Mannix-McNamara, 2016; Kalfa & Taksa, 2017) have been used to introduce 

private sector business principles such as control, audit, strategic management aligned with 

performance targets, budget targets, business units and the generation of surpluses to maintain 

financial sustainability. What these principles are meant to demonstrate is “the role of 
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management in efficiently allocating resources and ensuring through measurement and control 

systems that the goals of the organization are being pursued effectively” (Kallio et al., 2016: 

686). While a new educational managerialism has arguably been introduced, its 

implementation is not perfect with many compromises being reached within the academy with 

its critical thinking ideology
1
. For example, according to Furedi (2010: 2), what is “particularly 

disturbing about the marketization of education is the attempt to recast the relationship between 

academics and students along the model of a service provider and customer”,  as derived from 

marketing theory on markets and value derived by consumers.  This relationship is expressed 

through the concept of student experience (SE) to understand the value proposition in 

education and SE is typically measured in terms of student satisfaction, rather than what 

educational researchers see as more helpful measures of educational quality such as learning 

gain (Galbraith et al., 2012; Gibbs, 2010; Nixon et al., 2018). Questionnaire surveys are 

employed with students as crude measures of satisfaction that can easily be skewed by the most 

recent elements of memory as opposed to a deeper reflection on the totality of the educational 

experience (Galbraith et al., 2012; Hornstein, 2017).  Operationalising the SE involves greater 

performance management of academics to ensure satisfaction scores meet benchmark 

thresholds (Deem & Brehony, 2005). As performance in the SE is increasingly measured 

against metrics, time, effort as well as various strategies are employed to enhance scores, 

requiring a greater investment of emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983). Students are meant to 

be guided in their choice of institution by a proliferation of commercial rankings and league 

tables of the SE and other measures to inform their investment in a university education.  The 

investment in their university education is justified through government rhetoric that they are 

                                                 
1
 There is an interesting paradox as few people in any profession appreciate complicated evaluation schemes and 

so one would not expect that most educators would view increasing compliance and other requirements positively 

under marketization. However, the paradox for staff teaching in Business Schools is that  

most academic programmes in business and management emphasize the role of markets in a free and prosperous 

society. The opposite of marketization is a system that allows organizational actors (including both academics and 

administrators) untethered access to government/taxpayer resources and allows them to determine what is best 

without customer (student) input. Of course, promoting markets with exceptions is reasonable but in the face of 

growing demands for state resources for other areas of state policy means, marketization has a particular appeal if 

there are clear beneficiaries (the student and society) from the marketized solution. 
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the sole beneficiaries through higher than average earnings after graduation. For universities as 

the suppliers, to attract demand necessitates all but the most iconic and highly sought-after 

prestigious institutions/courses to devote increasing resources to marketing, branding and 

‘customer service’, all hallmarks of a competitive environment requiring institutions to achieve 

market differentiation by competing for customers (i.e. students). Paradoxically this shifts 

resources from teaching, as constrained budgets become a hallmark of marketization (Deem & 

Brehony, 2005).   

 Martin (2016) illustrates how the new managerialism as practiced in universities may not 

necessarily be fully aligned to modern business practice, as companies are becoming less 

centralised in order to better respond to the competitive pressures of globalisation, with 

organisational structures made more flexible for innovation and efficiency.  Universities are 

developing in the opposite direction however, becoming more centralised with “top-down 

university management, bureaucratic administrative procedures, teaching to a prescribed 

formula, and research driven by assessment and performance targets” (Martin, 2016: 9).  

Therefore, the university sector has developed its own unique forms of managerialism but has 

not readily embraced current private sector thinking around productivity, new technology and 

trends such as the challenge posed by the 4th industrial revolution (Industry 4.0) and artificial 

intelligence.  

Approaches to marketization: The Organisation Climate (OC) construct 

Organizational climate is defined as  the shared “meanings people attach to interrelated bundles 

of experiences they have at work” (Schneider, et al., 2013: 361). According to Schneider and 

Rentsch (1988), OC represents a common perceptual understanding of the working 

environment that can affect key organisational outcomes such as employee satisfaction, 

performance, productivity and organisational success. Organisational climate is shaped through 

employees developing a shared understanding of their environment via signals from the 

procedures, performance measures, directives, policies and practices of management and from 
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how managers internalise and then express internal and external environmental factors through 

their management and leadership styles (Schneider et al., 2013; Volkwein et al., 1998). It 

represents “properties not of individuals but of environments” (Campbell et al., 1970: 389). As 

Glick (1985) argues, we need to focus on a  collective understanding to help managers assess 

how climate is affecting outcome variables through a consensual approach rather than through 

a disparate and unconnected set of individual views or surveys.    

OC in organisations is measured or assessed according to attributes that have meaning for 

employees and that are deemed to shape their environment. Ostroff (1993) has classified these 

attributes as affective, cognitive or instrumental, and includes such concepts as conflict, 

cohesion, autonomy, promotion and rewards, and bureaucracy. While the OC attributes of 

importance are generally unique to organisations they can differ across organisational sub-units 

or functional areas such as research and teaching (what Ehrhart et al. 2014 call a focussed 

climate) or be shared across organisations with similar objectives operating under a common 

set of environmental conditions (e.g. universities) (Volkwein & Zhou, 2003). In summary, the 

focus of most OC studies has been to characterise an organisation or sub-unit by capturing and 

considering the attributes of the work environment that (a) have the most direct relevance for 

those involved; (b) shape the day to day perceptions of employee roles; (c) are shared through 

interactions in the workplace; (d) can affect outcome variables such as satisfaction and 

performance, and, (e) should be addressed first by management in the event of change 

initiatives (Ehrhart, et al., 2014; Joyce & Slocum, 1984; Moran & Volkwein, 1988; Schneider, 

1975).  

OC studies and their application to universities 

OCs application to understand organisational performance has focussed largely on 

companies, with university related OC studies being less numerous (see for example: Lysons & 

Ryder, 1989; Volkwein, et al., 1998; Volkwein & Zhou, 2003; Allen, 2003; Thompson, 2005; 

Gormley & Kennerly, 2010; McMurray & Scott, 2013; Shulz, 2013). From the breadth of OC 
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research, its application to a teaching context in universities requires recognition of the 

multitude of climate attributes, measures, and different organisational or individual level 

outcomes. Carr, Schmidt, Ford and DeShon (2003), have synthesized and classified the 

literature on the relationship between climate and broader outcomes. Using meta-analytic and 

path analysis techniques, their review of 51 OC studies identified climate attributes associated 

with three groups (or “facets”) using Ostroff’s (1993) theoretical framework of climate 

attributes (affective, cognitive or instrumental) derived from social psychology.  Carr et al., 

(2003) identified 66 attributes relevant to affective facet studies (those concerned with 

interpersonal or social relationships) including conflict, cohesion, involvement, participation, 

trust, warmth and support; 30 attributes of the cognitive facet (those concerned with 

professional practice), including autonomy, challenge, innovation, achievement, standards and 

pressure; and 34 climate attributes in the instrumental facet (those concerned with ‘getting 

things done’, Ostroff, 1993; p.61), including bureaucracy, hierarchy, management support, 

resource supply, rewards-promotions, intrinsic and extrinsic rewards and constraints. Carr et al. 

(2003) found that Ostroff”s (1993) three-facet taxonomy of OC supported the proposition that 

OC’s effect on individual level job outcomes (e.g. job performance, psychological well-being, 

withdrawal) occurs through its effects on cognitive and affective states of job satisfaction and 

organisational commitment.  From the existing OC studies and the extant university studies on 

OC we were able to identify the main attributes to be considered in relation to teaching practice 

and universities from both a theoretical and behavioural perspective.  These are developed in 

the methodology and applied to the research questions we address.   

Of the research studies undertaken to date on OC in universities only one example 

utilised a qualitative approach (Allen, 2003) and the majority including the Allen (2003) study 

focus on university managers, administrators and/or research academics.  Only one separated 

out teaching academics from managers and researchers to identify key climate attributes 

affecting that role (Gormerly & Kennerly, 2010), however, the focus of the study remained 
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managers and research academics.  Thus, there is minimal knowledge of how the key attributes 

of OC shape teaching practice. The extant university OC studies have investigated climate 

attributes such as support, autonomy, job security, adequacy of funding and facilities, among 

others, either as dependent variables affected by such factors as leadership style or state 

regulatory environment, or as independent variables affecting such outcomes as job 

satisfaction, morale, performance or role stress using existing surveys developed to study the 

corporate sector and/or their own measurement scales  

Figure 2 identifies the main climate attributes found to shape university work and 

working relationships in OC studies. The overarching theme of the previous studies is the 

importance of affective attributes in university climate -those that Ostroff (1993) characterised 

as relating to interpersonal relationships -- and how the climate attributes identified were 

deemed to influence them. Studies of OC in universities highlight the importance of strong 

interpersonal relationships, the effect of job stress or pressure, support from managers and team 

members, approach to management and leadership style, adequacy of facilities and funding, 

role conflict, ambiguity and/or job insecurity, and autonomy.  Other attributes included: 

reward/promotion, challenge, bureaucracy, participating in decision-making and the nature and 

rate of change.  The effect of external environments on OC such as regulation, was 

investigated by Shulz (2013) to outline how a market-oriented environment affected 

perceptions of work. As noted, only one of these studies looked at academics in their teaching 

role and aside from the Shulz (2013) study, marketization and its attributes have not been 

theorised or measured in studies of OC in universities making the area germane for 

investigation.   

A paradoxical research challenge exists for all OC studies: the subjective and perceptual 

nature of the subject matter may not necessarily lend itself to the prevailing epistemologies 

used in the field that assume an underlying rationality in attitudes and views towards a 

behavioural issue. The absence of qualitative studies on OC, as Allen (2003) observed is due to 
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the origins of OC research within the organisational behaviour school with its methodological 

links to research in gestalt psychology (a discipline whose research focus has been primarily 

quantitative). This has created a legacy as most OC studies “come from realist traditions and 

focus on measuring climate using quantitative positivistic methodologies” (Allen 2003: 64), 

implying that climate research would benefit from more interpretive, social constructivist 

approaches. Building on Allen’s (2003) argument, this study uses a qualitative interpretivist 

approach informed by a social constructionist epistemology. The research seeks to identify the 

thoughts, feelings, and experiences of academics in their teaching role given a changing 

environment where centralised management exists, a students’ as consumers perspective is 

promoted, and where performance measures, scores and other targets have become a 

significant focus of day to day operations.  

METHOD 

Conceptual framework: Key influences  

We understand teaching practice to be the processes by which educators develop, 

advance, reflect on and improve their curricula, and the ways in which they interact with and 

assess students based on accepted definitions (e.g. Ramsden, 2013).  Trigwell & Shale (2004: 

523) argue that teaching practice in university education has “core value concepts as diverse as 

reflection, communication, pedagogic content knowledge, scholarly activity and pedagogic 

research”.  These concepts and practices are shaped by OC but unlike the notion of service 

delivery and service excellence, there is no universal agreement on the approach individual 

academics should adopt towards teaching practice.  Rather OC sets out a framework as 

teaching and teachers have their own unique attributes compared with other functions they 

undertake. Ehrhart, Schneider & Macey (2014) differentiate between overall organisational 

climates (molar climates) and those related to specific functions within organisations, such as 

managing service delivery or health and safety (focussed climates). Following from the 

research on focussed climates, we consider only the teaching function and not the other 
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functions that academics carry out such as research. We build on previous studies (e.g. Ehrhart 

et al., 2014; Lawler et al., 1974), where OC emerges and is shaped through numerous 

mechanisms within an organisation such as management and leadership practices.  These 

mechanisms create shared experiences and meaning for groups or units through their 

interactions and discussions and these interactions can occur in different domains (e.g. as 

interactions between teaching academics; between academics and their managers; between 

academics  students; and, across the academy through personal networks, conferences and 

events - see Allen, 2013; Gormerly & Kennerly, 2010; Volkwein et al, 1998, 2003).  From 

interactions within the broader academy, we see that OC can be shared not only within an 

institution but also across institutions when the group or groups carry out a similar role (in this 

case teaching). Informed by the meta-analytic research of Carr et al., (2003), we identified the 

main climate attributes in relation to teaching practice in universities from both a theoretical 

and behavioural perspective. We are also informed by Volkwein et al. (1998, 2003), Allen 

(2003), and Shulz (2013) who demonstrate how the external environment in universities affects 

OC, including Peterson and Wiesenberg (2004) who call for enhancements in the OC for 

teaching practice (in this case at school level) in order to ensure good outcomes for students 

and improved measures of teaching quality. 

Research Design 

This study uses a qualitative interpretivist approach, based on the assumption that a 

phenomenon, in this case OC for teaching practice, can only be understood through the words 

of those who experience it (Myers, 1997). In epistemological terms, we posit that to 

understand the shared or summary perception of how university teachers are affected by the 

OC, a qualitative approach is needed.  We argue that there is an opportunity to counterbalance 

the existing OC literature with its quantitative instrument-based replication studies paradigm, 

that are not well suited to shared or summary perception research.  The fundamental change 

embodied in marketization and its effect on the shared or summary perception requires a social 
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constructivist approach to gain a deeper understanding of the data as meaning formed through 

the interaction with others and phenomenon in the workplace (Creswell, 2013). For this reason, 

a particular type of research design capable of capturing these attributes was selected based on 

group data capture methods within a qualitative paradigm.  We selected focus groups as a 

suitable method which is arguably one of the most widely used qualitative research tools in the 

social sciences in which interaction can be encouraged, and verbal data generated for coding 

and content analysis (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014). For our study, the focus group has a great 

deal of merit as a method because it is suitable for exploratory studies that seek to understand 

phenomenological dimensions and experiential aspects within group dynamics, such as how 

OC is constructed and gains meaning within work environments.    

Focus groups with 20 BS academics who teach marketing were analysed to identify the 

perceptions, feelings, and experiences of academics about their teaching role. Building on the 

studies by Pettigrew (1987) and Allen (2003), the theoretical lens of contextualism was 

employed to look for evidence of how a changing and dynamic external environment (i.e. 

marketization and external and internal performance measures) shapes the working 

environment for teaching practice. Using theoretical thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013), 

the data analysis utilised existing theoretical concepts from the OC literature to look for 

common themes, ideas and language emerging from the focus groups that provide evidence of 

how marketization is affecting teaching practice.  These theoretical concepts include climate 

attributes shaped within different domains of social interaction in a professional context such 

as that between managers and employees (Poghosyan, et al., 2013; Schneider, 1970). 

Potential participants were selected using the mailing list for the Academy of Marketing 

(AM), the learned society for marketing academics in the UK which identified 266 members 

from 78 UK universities. Participants were selected to include a broad range of job roles 

(Lecturer, Senior Lecturer, Principal Lecturer, Reader
2
, Professor) and tenure (from early 

                                                 
2
 Two readers were invited but did not attend so there are none in the sample. 
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career to late career). In addition, the authors sought a proportionate number of participants 

from both pre-1992 universities and those that received their charter after 1992 (the ‘new’ 

universities).
3
  This distinction in the sampling was used because in ‘new’ universities custom 

and practice has been that staff below Reader grade have traditionally carried the burden of the 

teaching load and this may affect teaching practice climate.   

The recruitment of participants was achieved by invitations sent to 75 potential 

participants by email with 22 initially agreeing to take part and 20 finally attending the focus 

groups on the set dates. The response rate of 26% was deemed suitable given the comparatively 

lower response rates now being reported for other online forms of surveys and requests for 

research participation (Mellahi & Harris, 2016).  As many respondents took time out of busy 

schedules to attend a focus group this was deemed a good outcome.  Each respondent fit the 

criteria of being a teaching academic (most with many additional roles) representing academics 

at different levels of the profession and at different university types, “thus allowing for a 

credible representation of the entity [we] purport to study” (Macquarrie, 2009: 930). The one 

caveat is that the academics came from a single business discipline (marketing). Yet as 

marketing academics work collectively and in similar conditions to those in other business 

disciplines, we felt their views would be sufficiently representative for our exploratory study of 

the climate attributes affecting teachers in BSs.  

The resulting categories of participants based on job role, institution type, tenure and 

gender are outlined in Table 1. As approximately 40% of UK BSs are located in the pre-1992 

sector and the remainder in the ’new’ university sector, the final proportion of participants in 

the study was deemed representative with 45% from pre-1992 institutions. The majority of 

participants had been in post for more than six years and there were an equal number of men 

and women.  Focus groups were conducted by one of the researchers, who recorded the 

narratives which lasted between 70 and 90 minutes. All focus groups were audio-taped and 

                                                 
3
 ‘New universities’ is a phrase used to refer to former polytechnics that became Universities from 1992 onwards.  
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transcribed in line with an ethnographic transcription method (i.e. a process which preserves 

just the words spoken rather than focusing on the intonation and language). One focus group 

was held in London with six participants, four of who came from different universities in the 

Greater London area and two from Welsh institutions. The other two focus groups, with seven 

participants each, met during the annual Academy of Marketing conference (a large event 

hosting academics from UK and international universities) and included participants from all 

four nations. Travel expenses were paid for those coming to the London focus group (the 

others already attending the conference). 

Table 1 here 

The focus group guideline document was developed from an original set of questions 

produced by the Higher Education Academy (HEA – now Advance UK) (please see Appendix 

2) the main higher education teaching and learning body in the UK (heacademy.ac.uk). The 

guideline document originated from a study to consider how academics in various disciplines 

develop their teaching practice, what resources they use, how they source these resources, what 

additional resources are needed and how the discipline has been evolving. The questions were 

adapted to address the research questions in this study regarding the OC attributes that are 

shaping teaching practice, the significance of marketization and performative management and 

teachers’ perceptions. The emphasis on resources was reduced and a greater emphasis placed 

on the factors affecting the teaching role, how participants perceived the role to be evolving, 

what they viewed as the main reasons for any changes arising and how they felt changes were 

affecting their teaching. Four main questions were constructed, and probe questions added to 

allow participants to broaden the discussion across a range of teaching and learning related 

issues should the discussion become too focussed on a particular topic (See Appendix 1). In 

order not to lead the respondents, no specific references were made to the concepts 

‘marketization’ or ‘performative management practices’. The question about what they saw as 

the reasons for changes arising was seen as an opportunity for participants to comment on 
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associated marketization and performance management practices.  The recordings from the 

interviews were transcribed and the authors undertook an initial coding exercise to establish the 

codes to be used to group key themes in the data in line with customary practices in focus 

group analysis (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014). These codes were then used as a basis for 

seeking patterns or recurring ideas that began to explain the OC for teaching practice and 

represented core OC attributes. Statements were grouped into theoretical subcategories 

representing evidence of OC attributes that are commonly cited in the literature (e.g. 

interaction, funding/facilities, pressure/stress, autonomy). These were then categorised into the 

context or domain of interaction where they appeared to occur most often. Statements from the 

focus groups were extracted to provide evidence of these attributes and the domain of 

interaction. 

 

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

The first stage of the analysis of the transcribed focus groups was the identification of specific 

codes which were assessed by the co-authors to derive agreement on those to be used.  The 

codes identified in the transcriptions were developed around three specific themes related to the 

research questions and study: (a) the main attributes of OC for teaching practice in BSs; (b) the 

main mechanisms and domain areas that are shaping and influencing OC attributes; and (c) 

evidence of the perceived impact of marketization and performative management practices. 

More specifically, the attributes which characterised the OC for teaching practice were:  

autonomy, pressure/stress, external regulation, funding/facilities, performance/reward, 

interaction, diversity, epistemology, collaboration/collegiality, challenge and innovation.  The 

coding of the transcripts around these attributes also identified four types of interactions or four 

domains: management, student, discipline and professional. Each domain has unique 

mechanisms that shape and affect different attributes of teaching practice OC and teachers’ 

perceptions.  However, there was also evidence of cross-over where various mechanisms in 

one domain also affect OC attributes in another, or where attributes are shaped by more than 
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one domain (e.g. the greater use of part time staff).  Most participants perceived that their 

working environment had changed considerably over the past decade and almost all the OC 

attributes appear to have been affected by the practices, policies and processes associated with 

marketization, as discussed in the literature review. This was made evident by references in the 

narratives to the elements of marketization discussed above such as students as customers, 

targets, increasing numbers of performance measures, decreased budgets, and changing 

management practices. The exception is innovation in the professional domain which appears 

to be also shaped by behavioural norms rather than a changing external environment. Each 

domain, their climate attributes, and how changes in the external and internal environments 

appear to be affecting teaching practice is now discussed.   

Management Domain 

The management domain represents the policies, practices, directives and budgetary decisions 

made by managers as interpreted by respondents. Although the precise organisational form of a 

specific participant’s department or school varies, consensus emerged about how mechanisms 

in the management domain affect the teaching practice climate based on shared experiences 

across institutions. The findings point to the following climate attributes as being most relevant 

in this domain: autonomy, pressure/stress, external regulation, performance/reward and 

funding/facilities. Teachers in higher education have traditionally had much greater autonomy 

in the development of their teaching practice than those teaching at school level (Noorda, 

2013), representing an individualistic culture that can present challenges to managers (Elton, 

1998), and one associated with freedom of expression and curriculum design.  As academics 

value their freedom to develop their courses, lectures, student activities and assessment, 

participants in the focus groups felt that greater autonomy equated with better teaching 

practice. This was made evident by references to ‘knowing’ what students should be learning, 

taking the initiative and being in charge of their practice. As one respondent observed: 

Universities [can be] stuffy institutes and we don’t get funding or training …but we are self-
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starters and do it ourselves [Senior Lecturer]. Collaborating with colleagues is not deemed to 

affect their autonomy except in the cases where departments rely increasingly on part-time 

academics to do the teaching to save money, a feature noted at many participants’ universities. 

Planning can become difficult when part-time lecturers are only available on specific days or 

have limited experience in the subject area as:  It’s very hard to teach consistently from 

semester to semester when you are always getting a new VL [part time academic, no long-term 

contract] to teach with [Senior Lecturer]. 

 Growing casualization and use of part-time lecturers are only two features of how 

participants perceive that autonomy is affected by a changing higher education environment. 

The need to be accountable for teaching scores on a growing range of performance metrics is 

another factor because it takes time away from teaching and can influence what academics 

choose to teach and how they assess students.  For example, one new performance measure is 

the percentage of students from a programme that obtain graduate level jobs, and this is 

deemed to affect decisions about what academics teach. One outcome of these measures has 

been greater emphasis on developing employability skills and the need to justify how the 

content, assessment and delivery of a module will develop ‘graduate attributes.’ Employability 

skills are usually set out in university manuals recommending the year where skills should be 

developed. Numerous respondents commented that such skill requirements are important but 

poorly integrated within the curriculum and impact on perceived autonomy around what to 

teach and the time available to deliver core content. Furthermore, participants perceived that 

these skill requirements have grown in importance as universities are now measured against 

not only how many students obtain graduate employment and salaries they earn in (i.e. six 

months; one and three years after graduation). Confusion also remains around the differences 

between employability skills, graduate attributes and generic skills, all terms that appear in 

various guideline documents.  The focus group participants argued that they needed more 

conversations about how and where these skills should be taught and whether they were 
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helping students get good jobs. Participants found the requirements of the ‘employability 

agenda’ to be rather simplistic or too generic, challenging their autonomy in terms of what to 

teach, without providing evidence of their value: It is almost like deskilling or taking the 

thinking out and putting on a mechanistic view of delivery that is not really congruent with 

what employers actually want and really what we know to be what the students really need. 

[Principal Lecturer] and so [What we have is a] lumpen curriculum; a grinding down of the 

curriculum so it is ‘employable’, so it has ‘managerial relevance’ and ultimately not 

theoretical. [Professor]. 

 Respondents also observed that there was pressure not to make changes to the 

curriculum within five-year review cycles, with each change having to be justified and vetted.  

This has been accelerated by a new consumer law from the UK Competition and Markets 

Authority (CMA) about universities legal obligations. What is in print must be delivered and 

universities must “give students clear, accurate and timely information” about what is in the 

programmes and modules they study (CMA, 2015).  The intention here is that the SE should 

map exactly to what they experience in situ as reflected in the following quotation: There is so 

much paperwork involved with just making any small change to our module…we have to make 

those changes at least a year in advance if they are to be approved and meet regulations. How 

can we stay up to date in our curriculum? [Senior Lecturer]. Autonomy is also affected by 

other OC attributes shaped by the management domain – pressure/stress, promotion/reward and 

resources. Pressure and stress were dominant themes in the focus groups and all academics felt 

pressure to carry out more and more varied functions under current budget and management 

conditions. In addition to teaching and research, most respondents have an administrative role, 

with some also engaging in consultancy, community projects or overseas programmes at 

international campuses. The pressure induced by an ever-expanding set of expectations in their 

roles and responsibilities is deemed to significantly affect the time and effort that academics 

can devote to developing their teaching. This is seen as incongruous to many participants given 
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the growing internal and external metrics of teaching quality as measured by such tools as the 

National Student Survey (NSS) (The US and Australia use the National Survey of Student 

Engagement), the UK Engagement Survey, the UK Student Academic Experience Survey and 

now included in the Teaching Excellence Framework, a new set of processes and outcomes 

that universities must report on (See Appendix 2 for a brief overview of these measures).  

 Several of the universities represented in the focus groups had recently undergone 

restructuring and this created a perception among academics that higher workloads tended to 

follow restructuring as resources and funding were increasingly stretched, epitomised by: We 

have gone through three restructurings of the School in four years – it’s very hard to keep up 

but one thing is for sure, we seem to have smaller budgets, and fewer part-time staff members 

each time and more responsibilities [Principal Lecturer]. While another respondent argued that: 

We [as academics] seem to be taking ownership of a great deal of responsibility…Our 

managers don’t seem to be managing, our departments don’t seem to be doing what they are 

supposed to and yet we have excellent colleagues who deliver against all the odds…..Perhaps 

the HEA [See Appendix 2] could be helping us get the message across to our managers that we 

want to be good teachers, but we face so many pressures, we have so many responsibilities 

[Professor] reinforced by a respondent who stated that: We have so many roles to carry out 

these days, it feels like marmalade being spread ever more thinly across an expanding pie 

[Senior Lecturer]. 

The managerial requirements to be effective across many roles and to constantly measure 

outcomes are also perceived to affect performance and reward, particularly promotion 

prospects. Participants perceived that it is more difficult now to get promoted than in the past 

and that job role descriptions are expanding, particularly if academics are not at the professorial 

level as evidenced in:  It seems to me that every time I want to apply for promotion, the criteria 

seem to have expanded. It used to be much easier to become a principal lecturer [Senior 

Lecturer]. Commenting on promotions, those from more research-intensive institutions noted 
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that little value is placed on teaching excellence or innovation when it comes to appraisals or 

promotions and thus, they cannot justify spending too much time on teaching-related matters. 

Their priorities are to publish in top ranked journals to meet the government research 

evaluation exercise (The Research Excellence Framework, REF – See Appendix 2)  as 

reflected in: I was wondering why I don’t do more to develop my pedagogy – and I guess the 

reason is that I have to prioritise my time – and research wins every time. Since I am generally 

considered a decent tutor by students, I don’t feel under pressure to improve my pedagogy, but 

I do feel under pressure to increase my research outputs [Professor]. Even though professors 

are less affected by promotion rounds, they too spoke about increasing expectations to take on 

more PhD candidates, teaching, supervision and/or committee work. 

The requirement to achieve high scores on internal and external metrics also puts 

pressure on academics. Those with current or prior programme lead/chair responsibilities felt 

pressure to achieve good scores on internal programme and module surveys, the NSS, on 

student retention and on graduate employment figures, even though they perceived having 

limited control over the outcomes on any measure. Those with more research-oriented roles 

were less affected by results on student satisfaction surveys such as the NSS, but stress was 

evident: The NSS affects league table positions but I think research does more so…the REF 

puts a great deal of stress on us as does the requirement to publish in [high ranked] journals 

[Professor].  Meeting targets also meant that those in leadership roles spent a great deal of time 

writing reports about achieving or not achieving various targets and suggesting plans for 

improvement. A participant who was also a subject lead (quasi-department head/chair) 

commented that each year they wrote similar recommendations, but these were rarely read:  I 

spend a lot of time completing documents that never get read like the annual monitoring report 

and a management report on module feedback in the group, but I have to do that in my role, 

regardless [Principal Lecturer]. The commentary on how uncomfortable academics feel that 

their teaching and learning practice is not “up-to-date” appears to be a manifestation of this 
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stress.  In fact, participants concurred that there was less funding available to develop their 

teaching materials, to attend external industry or teaching and learning events and that 

managers had other priorities for funds. The consequence, as observed by some participants, 

was that they used their own money to attend or to purchase teaching resources no longer 

available at their university and, even though deemed unfair, many will continue to do so to 

keep their knowledge up-to-date.  While most use freely available desk copies of subject 

textbooks, the media, industry publications and academic journal articles in developing their 

curriculum, participants found it difficult to get extra money for teaching resources not carried 

in their libraries such as relevant books, videos and case studies. While libraries were viewed 

as good in most cases, they were perceived as spending less on books (still an important 

resource for undergraduates), while at the same time UK students are increasingly reluctant to 

buy core textbooks.  Respondents noted that resulted in many students coming to class not 

having read the required material or that they had to use older versions of the textbook 

available in the library. 

Other resource-related factors related to technology and timetabling also emerged. When 

a participant who had been teaching for twenty-five years noted that they felt the main drivers 

of their work is the university estates and technology teams, many agreed they faced similar 

issues. Problems with technology, teaching rooms and timetabling all placed constraints on 

teaching practice by eating into the time available with students, creating an uncomfortable 

learning environment, and/or affecting student attendance as: I feel that the estates team at the 

university has the greatest impact on my teaching – technology not working, rooms too big or 

small or cold or hot, a timetable that’s all over the place [Professor]. While another respondent 

stated: How many times have I walked in to give a lecture or seminar and the technology 

doesn’t work? Innumerable and frustrating [Lecturer]. Some respondents commented that 

managers were not prioritising facilities or resources such as additional teaching staff while 

others saw it as university-level budgetary restraint in a time when predicting the number of 
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applicants is increasingly difficult.  For institutions that are taking in more students since the 

government removed recruitment caps (2015) in order to make the sector more competitive, 

larger classes are becoming the norm, but facilities have often not caught up despite the 

millions of pounds being invested in other parts of the estate. 

Student Domain  

The narratives pointed to interaction and diversity as the main OC attributes discussed by 

academics in their relationships with students. Respondents discussed a changing student body, 

using the metaphor of ‘students as customers’ in their discussions of academic/student 

interaction.  While there was no consensus as to what it meant in practice, phrases such as 

“reconfiguring the role of the student”, “focussed mainly on grades and jobs”, “a more 

instrumental” or a “more transactional student” came up in the conversations. For example: 

Market forces have reconfigured the role of the student. Students… think of themselves as 

customers and the great arguments [in our profession] are now in that interface between 

student versus customer [Professor] and Students are more instrumental these days – they just 

want to know what they have to do to get a good grade…they are so focused on grades because 

they want to get a good job when they graduate [Senior Lecturer]. There was consensus that 

students should have a strong voice in higher education, but trepidation by some in using the 

producer-consumer framework, language associated with the marketplace, to characterise the 

academic-student relationship.  The argument put forward was that it misrepresents the shared 

value and co-creation that occurs during the student’s learning journey. Nevertheless, given 

that the respondents were marketing academics, an extended discussion occurred about the 

meanings of value inherent in different forms of exchange.  

The focus groups noted that the interaction between students and academics – at least at 

the group level – is decreasing because attendance is dropping at lectures and seminars, for 

reasons not entirely understood.  While some respondents saw this as a trend related to students  

using recorded lectures and needing to work because of educational debt, others felt that 
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students want and need more interaction, particularly one-on-one: I don’t think students want 

remote access…they want personal access…and when they are put in large rooms, they are 

disappointed, and I think they want more personal contact time, more one on one or small 

group time together.  If you asked them, nearly all would say they want more contact time 

[Senior Lecturer]. Comments were made about decreasing contact hours per programme, 

generally perceived as a means to save resources, and time pressures on academics, particularly 

those with large cohorts which made more one to one time difficult. Most academics felt that 

meeting students individually helped motivate them and build their confidence and 

achievement. However, the quality of interactions with students was perceived to be weak in 

cases where students did not come prepared, a feature observed in relation to major projects 

and dissertations, and routinely for seminar activities.  

In terms of the changing student body, the government-mandated widening participation 

agenda is creating a more diverse group of students at many institutions (Shaw, 2009). The 

drive to attract higher fee-paying students (international and postgraduate) to generate income 

was a common theme in the discussions. Interestingly, almost all institutions represented in the 

focus groups drew upon a common pool of students for postgraduate education. In other words, 

academics noted that regardless of their university type and ranking in the league tables, 

students with lower overall grades in their undergraduate degrees, often between 50-59% and 

sometimes those with 40-49% were now being admitted to their master’s programmes
.
. All 

respondents agreed that master’s applicants with English as a second language had linguistic 

challenges hindering their learning, often resulting in lower grades compared with home 

students and work that often did not equate to master’s level. While widening participation is 

deemed necessary and valuable to the overall educational experience of all students and for 

universities social objectives, it is also perceived to lead to much greater diversity in terms of 

students’ skills, motivations and prior education. Weaknesses in students’ numeracy, analytical 

and critical thinking skills were discussed in all focus groups as: My students have such a 
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range of skills and skill-deficits – numeracy, being able to write well and of course about 75% 

our postgraduate students are from overseas and English is not their first language [Senior 

Lecturer]. 

Among the different perspectives on the outcomes of growing diversity were that 

international students who make up the main cohort of most master’s programmes in marketing 

(80% or more in most cases) come from different educational backgrounds where a 

questioning or critical approach to knowledge is not fostered. A one-year masters is just too 

short for such students to come to grapple with both the linguistic and critical thinking 

challenges. For home students, other problems identified included prior learning in UK schools 

where the focus is on ‘passing the test’ rather than on developing thinking skills; students who 

do not read very much either within or outside university; lack of student engagement; and, 

large lectures requiring more didactic approaches that do not encourage critical thinking. 

Respondents agreed that teaching students to think critically is a key role of a university 

educator and yet they feel frustrated in their ability to achieve this outcome because of student 

skill weaknesses, language problems or apathy. 

How do the student-related factors affect teaching practice?  Respondents conveyed a 

sense of frustration through phrases such as they “aren’t really understanding what I am 

talking about a lot of the time (regarding postgraduate dissertation students)”, “I changed my 

assessment”;  “I used simpler language”; “marking is often demoralising”; “tend not to use as 

much theory as I would like”; and “students can’t do numbers even though marketers use 

numbers daily.”  The conversations about student-related effects on teaching practice were also 

peppered with references to the many metrics that universities are measured by, including the 

NSS (“we must keep students happy”; “poor measure of what they have learned”), league 

tables (“we should get stronger students given our league table position”;  “we are very low in 

the league tables so we get weaker students”), retention (“no matter how weak the students are, 

we need to keep them to keep getting the government grant”) and value-added requirements 
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(remarks about grade inflation). In two focus groups, a short discussion emerged about 

pressure to keep marks up regardless of students’ actual performance, given that grades are 

published nationally.  Despite the pessimistic comments, it was clear that academics like 

teaching, enjoy the interactions with students and find it one of the more fulfilling aspects of 

their overall role. However, there are many frustrations related to the changing environment for 

higher education. 

Discipline Domain 

A pronounced tension that emerged in the discussions was epistemological and common to 

professional subjects. Marketing educators struggle with how to balance the curriculum 

between teaching students how to ‘do’ marketing and teaching ‘about’ marketing, including its 

theoretical and historical underpinnings (e.g. Schibrowsky, et al., 2002).  The tension arises in 

terms of how to balance time and resources to develop future marketing managers versus 

educating students more broadly (i.e. focusing on ethics, critical thinking and writing).  

Participants in all focus groups identified the main factors affecting their teaching role, noting 

that managers, employers and students – and even some colleagues – felt that marketing should 

be about the “how to” of marketing particularly where the discourse emphasises employment 

as a key outcome of university education. Critics viewed this as reducing the subject to a 

training regime without the critical, historical and theoretical underpinnings that a university 

education should offer as illustrated thus: 

The struggle for the soul of marketing education goes to the heart of the issue….we could 

all talk for one hour on what marketing is….a simple dichotomy…marketing that is 

complex and sophisticated and marketing that is simple and obvious…..and we would 

move in the direction of deep learning, criticality and a degree of sophistication in 

thinking….macromarketing  and society…but ……Most of the time, most business people 

think of marketing as selling and most of our managers and many of our colleagues, think 

that it is about getting jobs and that is what we should be teaching [Professor]. 

Professional Domain 
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The professional domain represents the opportunities, policies and requirements set out by 

managers, industry associations, and educational accrediting bodies for academics to develop 

and upgrade their teaching practice and to gain certification or accreditation (Hampton et al., 

2009). It includes a set of behavioural norms that shape how employees think about their 

profession and the role of training (Cullen, 1978; Hampton et al., 2009; Wilensky, 1964). The 

OC attributes arising from the focus groups associated with the professional domain are 

funding/facilities, challenge, innovation and collaboration.  Since 2011, UK universities have 

had to publish the teaching qualifications of their academic staff (White Paper, 2011). This has 

resulted in pressures to acquire teaching qualifications which were not, for many, a prerequisite 

to joining the Academy. Teaching qualifications are a contentious issue but all focus group 

members, except for one professor, had accreditation through the HEA (the main UK body that 

awards accreditation).  All academics are required to take up continued professional 

development and, in some cases, promotion is linked to the amount and type of training 

acquired.  In terms of teaching practice, professional development involves activities 

undertaken to update knowledge in the subject area as well as in pedagogy (i.e. the theory and 

practice associated with improving learning, see Waring, 2014). From the narratives it was 

evident that this aspect of their work can represent a welcome and enjoyable challenge, 

particularly the drive to stay abreast of theoretical and practical developments in the subject 

area for both research and teaching purposes.  Not surprisingly given the earlier discussions of 

department funding, funding/facilities as an OC attribute emerged in the professional domain. 

Many participants felt the most effective way to learn and share ideas about teaching and 

learning is through personal conversations with colleagues both informally and at events and 

conferences. Yet little money was made available for attending teaching-related conferences 

because they are not deemed as important as research-related events: Our university only 

allows us to go to a conference if we are presenting a paper that we will then write up for 

publication – my area is services marketing, so I can’t go to an external teaching and learning 
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conference – I go to the internal one each year though [Lecturer]. Collaboration in teaching 

practice was highly valued in developing subject knowledge, teaching content and pedagogy: 

One of the most valuable things about the Academy of Marketing (AM) conference is 

learning about teaching marketing…just being in a community of marketing educators, 

having the opportunity to share practice. I learn so much from the AM conference and 

build my network. I have some really good friends from there and I always come back 

from the conference really invigorated and excited with new ideas for my teaching and 

research [Senior Lecturer]. and  

HEA [Higher Education Academy] and AM don’t need to give us the content, but find 

ways for us to learn from each other, you know, collaboration, co-creation…that will 

hopefully continue after the event [Principal Lecturer]. 

In terms of innovation in pedagogy, the narratives demonstrate a different perspective. There 

was a common perception that marketing academics are not as familiar with or skilled in the 

kinds of technologies used for different forms of teaching and marketing practice and this 

appeared to be a concern: …teaching in the subject will require academics to be more adept 

with the technology used in marketing and the techniques of effective distance and online 

learning. Most don’t feel they currently have these skills [Lecturer].  No discussion emerged in 

any focus group as to how this knowledge and skill gap could be bridged.  While all of those 

participating in the focus groups have attended teaching and learning conferences, generally 

held annually at their own institutions as a source of ideas and to share practice, few academics 

had recently attended free HEA teaching events; the low turnouts suggested time pressures, but 

also ambivalence: Although there are many free events put on by the HEA neither I nor my 

colleagues attend them...so having more such events probably wouldn’t make a difference 

[Senior Lecturer]. Given that so few academics attend external pedagogy-related events, 

exposure to a wide range of ideas and research is constrained; thus, innovation in pedagogy 

was lagging in their list of priorities as a few respondents spoke about discipline specific or 

more generic journals of higher education:  

Being familiar with the academic literature pertaining to marketing education is helpful 

since there are so many descriptions of practices that have been tried out, and evaluations 
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of methods that work well, or not so well…Articles that have been most helpful over the 

years have [been about] managing group work, using case studies [and] simulation games 

in marketing education…the broader literature on experiential methods of 

learning…[Professor]. 

While most were familiar with pedagogic resources such as the Journal of Marketing 

Education, they made little or no use of these. New ideas tended to come from discussions with 

others directly or from online discussion platforms rather than from more formal evidence-

based sources.  This lack of engagement with the literature on the theory and practice of 

teaching and learning may be characterised as an academic-practitioner divide where the 

teacher in this case is the practitioner who is not, for whatever reason, engaging with the 

academic literature on pedagogy.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The OC for teaching practice for marketing academics appears to meet the requirements of a 

focused OC as identified by Ehrhart, Schneider and Macey (2014) because it represents a 

subset of employees within the university working on a related function - teaching.  In 

analysing the narratives, a number of mechanisms appear to be shaping teaching practice OC in 

UK BSs, many of which are affected by a marketizing higher education environment (i.e. a 

growing number of internal and external performance measures and performance targets; 

competition for students; squeezed budgets, greater management scrutiny, among others). 

Furthermore, this OC is shared across institutions because all respondents were affected by 

similar trends as well as performance targets and because the role carries similar 

responsibilities and expectations. Few differences emerged between institutions or between 

roles.   Teaching practice OC is shaped and experienced within four domains – management, 

student, discipline and professional, and is characterised by the following attributes: autonomy, 

pressure/stress, external regulation, promotion and reward, funding/facilities, interaction, 

diversity, epistemology, challenge, innovation and collaboration. This study has found 
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diversity and epistemology to be attributes of the OC for business school academics,  attributes 

not identified in previous studies of university climate (Allen, 2003; Lyson & Ryder, 1989; 

McMurray & Scott, 2013; Volkwein & Zhou, 2003). All but two climate attributes, challenge 

and collaboration appear to be creating perceptions of a role that is increasingly difficult to 

perform satisfactorily.  According to participants in the focus groups, ideal conditions for 

teaching practice development would include the elements outlined in Figure 3. No academic 

in this study expects that all of these preferences could be met in the current environment for 

higher education, but we can view Figure 3 as a set of benchmarks to be addressed in 

improving the OC for teaching practice, since the evidence shows that they are all in need of 

improvement.  

Figure 3  

Despite the numerous concerns discussed, respondents universally enjoyed the challenge 

of developing their courses and working with students. The notion of not being satisfied with 

working conditions but still loving the job they do was demonstrated by Boyer, Altbach and 

Whitelaw (1994) who found that faculty are rarely satisfied with their institutions and working 

conditions; but if they had to choose academia again as a career would quite eagerly do so. 

Nonetheless, since the Boyer et al. (1994) study was conducted, universities have come under 

pressure to do more with fewer resources and full-time academics are taking on more roles than 

before, creating higher levels of stress. As Stevenson et al. (2014) found, many academics are 

being stretched to be highly effective as teachers as well as in research and service roles, but 

this stretch means they rarely feel they are doing well across any or all roles. Other studies 

support the idea that stress and role conflict arising from the need to carry out so many 

different functions affect academic satisfaction and performance (Bolden et al., 2014; 

Hagedorn, 2000; Kolsaker, 2008; Shulz 2013). A factor that both mediates stress and 

contributes to greater academic job satisfaction and is found to be an important OC attribute in 

this and other studies, is collaboration combined with positive relationships. Hagedorn (1994) 
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found that reducing stress (unsurprisingly) has a positive influence on job satisfaction and more 

frequent and positive personal interactions between academics and between academics and 

managers is particularly helpful. These findings represent an opportunity for managers to 

improve the OC for teaching practice without significant extra resources.  Prior research has 

also shown that academics may experience less stress if they have control over their work and 

have opportunities to grow and develop (Fredman & Doughney, 2014). Participants in this 

study voiced concerns about autonomy and promotion and reward mechanisms that are 

increasingly difficult to obtain, thus contributing to stress. Despite the government’s moves to 

raise the value of teaching in relation to research in the UK, it is perceived as having less status 

and fewer opportunities for advancement, so those who wish to move up the academic ladder 

must prioritise research, often, in their view, at the expense of time devoted to teaching (see 

also Stevenson et al., 2014). Paradoxically, as noted above, this is occurring at a time when 

universities need to report on an increasing number of measures of teaching quality and when 

teaching-related income is the main source of funding for most universities.  

Managerialism and its effect on teaching practice are evident in the OC attributes of 

external regulation, autonomy, diversity and promotion and reward. Characteristics of 

managerialism include a marketized external environment made up of stakeholders who 

control resource allocation and quality rankings, a more hierarchical and bureaucratic internal 

management designed to respond to these conditions and more measures of performance and 

outcomes (Deem, 1998, Deem & Brehony, 2005). To ensure the institution remains viable and 

competitive, managers feel the need to restructure, reorganize, and exert more control over 

academics’ work through “a battery of mechanisms of audit and control” (Kolsaker, 2008: 

516). These mechanisms are viewed as reducing academic autonomy, or as Kolsaker (2008) 

notes, “the self-management and self-direction” (Kolsaker, 2008: 156) that was once a greater 

feature of the academic’s job. Accompanying a more market-oriented environment with higher 

student fees are quality assurance mechanisms meant to demonstrate that the education 
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provided is good value for money (Burgess et al., 2017).  Associated with this, continued 

institutional pursuits of annual efficiency gains (Deem, 1998) has meant a general perceived 

reduction in the pool of funding available for teaching practice development. Respondents in 

this study commented that the current higher education environment means the requirement to 

perform well on so many external and internal metrics of value and quality means less time and 

other resources available to develop their practice and that these requirements also reduce 

autonomy. While respondents appear resigned to this increasingly metrics driven environment, 

they express frustration over the lack of control they have over the outcomes of these measures 

and their seeming arbitrariness as measures of student learning and teaching quality. Students 

who assess academic teaching practice through course questionnaires and the NSS appear to be 

more narrowly focused than ever on two aspects of the entire educational experience – grades 

and jobs. It is likely that this focus is influenced by their obligation to pay off ever-higher 

debts, to say nothing of the diminishing confidence they feel that their degrees will ensure 

satisfactory employment. Klinger and Murray (2012) observed that having students with a 

greater range of skills and skill deficits, who are more exclusively focused on the materially 

self-interested side of their education can reduce the satisfaction that academics gain from their 

interaction with students. At the very least, the narratives in this study strongly suggest that the 

relationship between teacher and student is being reconfigured, but the outcome in terms of 

teaching practice and student learning remains.  The challenges associated with balancing the 

curriculum in a professional discipline taught in BSs has wide ranging implications for the OC 

for teaching practice that have not been discussed in previous studies. Within the disciplinary 

literature across subjects in BSs such as marketing, there are different schools of thought on 

what the curriculum should focus on. Given that marketing like many BS disciplines have 

become more complex with the impact of globalisation and the digital age, many researchers 

call for curricula that is more applied and attuned to the needs of practitioners (e.g. Hulbert & 

Harrigan, 2012; Koch, 2013). Other studies have highlighted the internal challenges facing 
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many BSs, as Catteral, McLauren and Stevens (2002) epitomise, where the curriculum should 

be rich in theoretical and critical perspectives and not only a “technocratic focus that 

emphasizes the ‘what’ and ‘how to’ of marketing management,  [a focus that actually] fails to 

meet the needs of managers who work in the increasingly uncertain and complex world of 

marketing practice” (p. 186). Their reasoning is that the modern marketing and management 

environment is far more challenging than that engendered by new technologies and that 

students need the skills and aptitudes to manage change, to solve difficult problems, to think 

cross-functionally, to reason critically and to make sound judgments.  Designing a curriculum 

that develops these higher-level skills requires education in critical thinking in addition to 

ensuring job ready graduates and this is extremely difficult in a three (or four -Scotland) year 

undergraduate degree with pressure to reduce contact hours; thus it represents a significant 

challenge that shapes the climate for teaching practice. 

 In terms of professionalism, innovation and developing one’s own teaching practice, 

the narratives produced a mixed set of messages.  Despite the pressure on the curriculum, 

participants expressed great satisfaction in developing and keeping their teaching content up to 

date and show willingness to spend their own money to attend events and purchase relevant 

resources in an environment of stretched departmental budgets. They saw collaboration, 

particularly informal discussions with colleagues at internal and external events as the key to 

developing subject knowledge and pedagogy. But with respect to pedagogy, very few have 

engaged with the vast higher education literature on evidence-based practices or attended a 

pedagogy-based event that could improve or enhance their teaching techniques and practices 

within a more diverse and higher-student staff ratio context, even when such events are free.  

Very little discussion could be found in the literature to help explain this and it should be a 

focus of future research. Wilensky (1964) and Cullen (1978) have discussed behavioural norms 

developing around continuing professional development (CPD) that are often driven by 

management priorities. Perhaps this lack of engagement with the pedagogic literature is not 
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only an issue for teachers but a broader institutional one. In their review of institutional 

marketing materials and their interviews with 33 senior managers at 11 universities of varying 

rank and size, Stevenson et al., (2014) found almost no references were made to the pedagogy 

that underpinned an institution’s approach to teaching quality or excellence; instead, quality 

and excellence were defined with reference to league table positions, NSS scores and other 

metrics – the current priorities in a marketized environment.  

CONCLUSION 

This study of OC in a university setting has identified a range of factors affecting teaching 

practice, particularly the shift towards a more performative and marketized higher education 

sector.  Critics of these changes have pointed to the role of the university teacher now being 

required to add a new strand to their delivery – edutainment to delight their customers, which is 

associated with content with a teaching focus that is also intended to have entertainment value 

to create ‘satisfied customers’ in a marketized system where the customer is theoretically 

speaking - always right.   The central tenet of marketization is the performance to a service 

blueprint for educational delivery to meet various performance measures (e.g. the NSS and 

TEF) and student outcomes such as graduate employment.  The state introduction of 

reductionist research tools such as the NSS are nevertheless perceived by policymakers to have 

been effective in the commercial world, contributing to value creation and in driving up 

profitability through enhanced satisfaction and they should do the same in higher education.  

The entire area of satisfaction ratings remains a contested theme in education settings (often as 

the participants have no depth of understanding of what they are being asked to score – see for 

example Hornstein, 2017) where institutional rankings encourage increased competition 

through the intended outcome of improved satisfaction scores. Our findings indicate that this 

marketization culture is directly impacting upon the willingness and ability of educators to 

develop their teaching practice and to take risks in terms of innovation in teaching.  Without 

such innovation in teaching practice, it is unlikely that the kinds of transformative educational 
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experiences needed to prepare students for the increasingly complex world they are entering 

will be missing. The risks with innovation in teaching practice and the effect on performance 

measures if they do not work in the way envisaged may even jeopardise staff careers and 

employment prospects in extreme circumstances where low scores are mistakenly judged as 

poor performance. Thus, a standardised model of delivery is often the default position which 

paradoxically students will also rate as average as it is not innovative or entertaining.   

It is clear that the findings in this study are limited by the small sample and by the 

research approach and so it is exploratory in nature.  Yet it has sought to develop a deeper 

meaning and understanding of the issues in contrast to many of the performance measures used 

in a marketized educational setting where quantitative measures are used to measure 

experiential issues.  We recognised that the use of focus groups as a research tool can limit the 

expression of individual differences; however, since the objective of OC research is to assess 

the common experiences of people within a work environment and find what is relevant and 

shared by many, focus groups do have a critical role to perform in exploratory studies such as 

this. The participants in the focus groups came from a geographically diverse set of institutions 

representing the breadth of missions, objectives and league table positions in the UK, 

supporting our argument that a representative series of experiences were sought. However, the 

sample remains small and further research is needed to assess whether the views expressed are 

generally representative of academics in other BS disciplines. The narratives have identified 

OC features found in other studies but have also highlighted two others – diversity in the 

student cohort and epistemology that have not been identified previously. Both appear to be of 

growing concern to marketing academics and further research is needed to clarify the 

dimensions of these OC features and their impact on teaching practice. Apart from Shulz’s 

(2013) quantitative study, this is only study to have considered how marketization is impacting 

university OCs, and with the availability of resources a larger study involving academics would 

also help to further develop our understanding of what attributes are having the greatest effect 
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on teaching practice. Educators seek to provide students with the tools and capabilities to be 

successful in their careers, to become valuable members of their communities and to develop 

the skills for lifelong learning. A marketized model that seeks to increase participation in 

higher education and to meet the challenges of a civil society (Edwards, 2013) and economy, 

embodied in the recent UK Government Industrial Strategy (HM Government 2017) will 

require innovations in teaching practice as societal needs change.  For example, the challenge 

posed by the 4th industrial revolution (Industry 4.0) and digitization are critical to the graduate 

employability agenda and needs of a future workforce.  The teaching practices of universities, 

particularly the BSs, perceived as preparing graduates for business and work, need to 

demonstrate new and challenging ways to think and work through innovative teaching 

practices.  These approaches may be experimental and not necessarily endorsed through 

student assessment of their success in surveys such as NSS in early iterations. Their cumulative 

benefit through time may only be discovered at a later point when students are in work.  The 

simple cause and effect reductionist measures of NSS do little to create a safe environment for 

teaching innovation, meaning we need to remove any repercussions for experimental curricula 

that seek to stretch the intellect and create challenges that are real and akin to the world of 

work.  Our findings demonstrate that the implications of not fostering innovation in teaching 

practice could lead to external stakeholders deeming BSs as not fit for purpose in the graduates 

they prepare if they have little intellectual value added throughout their university journey by 

failing to innovate in teaching practice.     
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Appendix 1: Focus group discussion guide 

1. What do you see as the main challenges or changes affecting and shaping your role as a 

teacher in higher education?  

2. What do you think accounts for these changes?  

3. How have these challenges/changes affected your teaching practice? 

4. How do you think that teaching in marketing is likely to evolve over the next few years and 

why? 

 

Probes for discussion: 

Opportunities for advancement; Students and stakeholders (professional associations, learned 

society, HEA, employers, government, society); Opportunities to develop your practice; 

Working conditions; Resources; Management; Discipline content; External environment 

 

Appendix 2: Glossary of key acronyms. 

HEA – Higher Education Academy (now renamed Advance HE) is an organisation that works 

in partnership with universities to help the Academy collaborate, develop evidence-based 

practices and share teaching strategies and practice.  

 NSS – the UKs annual National Student Survey which assesses the views of final year 

undergraduates on their satisfaction with their degree course. It asks 27 questions about 8 
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elements of the SE and one overall satisfaction question (the teaching on my course; learning 

opportunities; assessment and feedback; academic support; organisation and management; 

learning resources; learning community; student voice; overall satisfaction). 

 

VL- Visiting Lecturer (or Part-Time staff) who are increasingly paid on an hourly basis for the 

input they make to teaching and represent a growing trend of precarity in university 

employment with no guarantees of ongoing employment.  Using VL’s allows managers to 

match supply and demand for courses over and above existing permanent employed Faculty. 

 

REF- This is the government’s competitive research funding exercise (The Research 

Excellence Framework) that seeks to assess the performance of individual Schools and 

Departments by subject area in terms of research income capture, quality of research outputs, 

numbers of completing doctoral students and other measures of research impact within society.  
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Figure 1: Key themes and researchers in the literature on teaching practice 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2: Main climate attributes found to shape university work and working 

relationships from eight key studies 
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Figure 3: Conditions for teaching practice 
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TABLE 1 

Participants based on role, university type and years in service 

Number Role University Type Years in role  Gender 

Group 1 (N=6) 

2 Senior Lecturer Old 6-10 1 Female, 1 Male 

1 Senior Lecturer New 6-10 Female 

1 Senior Lecturer New 11-20 Male 

1 Principal 

Lecturer 

New 11-20 Male 

1  Professor New 21+ Male 

Group 2 (N=7) 

1 Lecturer New 1-5 Male 

2 Senior Lecturer Old 11-20 2 Female 

1 Senior Lecturer New 21+ Female 

1 Professor Old 21+ Male 

2 Professor New 21+ 1 Female, 1 Male 

Group 3 (N=7)     

1 Lecturer Old 1-5 Male 

1 Lecturer Old 6-10 Male 

1 Senior Lecturer Old 11-20 Female 

1 Senior Lecturer New 21+ Male 

1 Principal 

Lecturer 

New 21+ Female 

1 Principal 

Lecturer 

Old 21+ Female 

1 Professor New 21+ Female 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


