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This thesis considers a critical aspect of marketing: choice and decision-

making in a context experiencing change and marketisation – HE. Its aim is to 

explore the HE choice process from parents’ perspective, at a time of 

increasing parental involvement. Much of the literature on choice and 

decision-making takes a quantitative approach with an underlying assumption 

that choices are rational. Contrastingly, there is a body of literature which 

looks at under-represented groups. My study responds to this by adopting an 

interpretivist approach, informed by aspects of phenomenology, which 

captures the accounts of 16 parents’ lived experiences of this choice process 

and of the meanings that they attribute to them. It examines their experiences 

holistically, recognising the situated and extended nature of this process and 

noting that it is a choice made with and for someone else. It also considers 

parents’ different approaches to involvement and the various roles they play. 

 

Participants experienced this process as parents, not as consumers.  Choice in 

an HE context is about relationships and relationship maintenance.  

Participants described working hard to avoid conflict and trying to be 

persuasive and occasions when they worked as a team with their child. This 

relationship also often influenced the type and degree of involvement they had. 

Working with their child generated a range of emotions. This relational aspect 

is missing from much of the marketing literature which privileges individual 

choice. It matters because not only are many choices intra-relational, but also 

in the context of HE, assumptions are made that this choice is ‘rational’ and 

approached from a consumer perspective and that providing more information 

will result in ‘better’ choices. However, this is a highly complex experience 

which is all about the relationship at a crucial phase, resulting in parents 

working hard to maintain it, including by being prepared to compromise. 
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'Parents' experiences of their child's Higher Education choice process' 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I presented parts of these findings at the Academy of Marketing Conference in 

July 2014. Details below:   

Haywood, H. (2014) ‘Wading through water’ – parental experiences of their 

child’s HE choice process. In: Proceedings of 2014 Academy of Marketing 

Conference, Bournemouth University: Bournemouth.  8-10th July 2014. 
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I’m talking to you today because I’m trying to find out more about how parents 

are involved in the decisions their child makes about going to university, so I’d 

like to ask you about your experiences relating to your child and the process 

s/he went through in choosing the course and university s/he has chosen. 

It would be great if you could tell me in as much detail as possible about this 

whole process from your point of view from when you first got involved 

(prompt as needed - in how your child has come to be going to x to study y): 
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‘phenomenological nod’ as a way of indicating that a good 

phenomenological description is something we can nod to, recognizing it 

as an experience that we have had or could have had. 
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don’t know where I’ve got that from
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Name*; interview 

date & time. Location 

– participant’s home 

unless stated 

Marital 

Status 

 

Occupation Interview 

Duration (plus  

total time 

spent there) 

Had either 

parent 

attended 

university?  

Gender 

of 

child 

Older child at 

or been to 

university? 

Megan 

14.5.12       3.50pm 

M** School careers  & 

library support 

1:22 

(2hrs) 

No M Yes 

Jackie 

21.5.12       2pm 

M Supply teacher 1:31 No F Yes 

Chloe 

22.5.12      4pm 

M University librarian 1:53 Both + Masters M N/A – is older 

child 

Clare 

23.5.12      3.30pm 

M Nurse 1: 43 No (mum 

studying p/t) 

M Yes 

Tina 

28.5.12      2pm 

Single 

parent 

Checkout staff 1:24 

(1:40) 

No M N/A 

Laura 

29.5.12      2pm 

M P.A. 1:28 No M Yes 

Jane 

14.6.12      3pm 

Divorced Bra fitter 1:29  

(1:39) 

No M No 

Jasmine 

15.6.12       2.30pm 

M Assistant  hotel 

manager 

2:02 

 

No M Only child 

Rachel 

18.6.12       4pm 

M P.E. teacher 1:39 

(1:49) 

Both F Only child 

Natalie 

20.6.12       6.30pm 

Researcher’s house 

M Administrator 1:48 

 

No F Older child did 

1 year 

Mary 

21.6.12       2pm 

Researcher’s house 

M Healthcare 

assistant 

1:44 

(1:52) 

Husband F Yes 

Mark 

26.6.12      8pm 

M Admin & audit 

manager 

2hrs 

(2:10) 

No F Yes 

Sarah  

 2.7.12        6.30pm 

Divorced Admin officer 1:37 She had, (ex) 

husband not 

M N/A 

Lizzie   

6.7.12          9am 

Divorced Counsellor 

(trained nurse) 

2:08 

(2:23) 

No M Yes 

Wendy 

9.7.12          2pm 

Researcher’s house 

M Social worker 1:20 

(1:30) 

Both M Yes 

Alison  

12.7.12         2pm 

M Admin/accounts 

at dental surgery 

1.56 

(2hrs) 

No F N/A 

 

Total:       27 hours. 16 participants.   Arithmetic mean – 1 hour 41 mins each.  

Notes:      * Pseudonyms have been used – see Methodology Chapter section 3.10. 

                    ** M means married.   

                    Participants whose names are italicised were recruited via friends, not the school. 



                                       Approach to involvement in the process

   High involvement Low involvement 

   - Thorough and detailed 

   - Well informed and logical 

   - Focus and determination 

- Happy with low involvement - trust child, comfortable, not stressed  

- Unhappy with low involvement 

 

Emotions*

1. Present/recent past 

Guilt/regret Frustration Trust Relief 

Disappointment Envy Tension 
/Stress 

Pride** 

Reassurance Resigned Relaxed/ 

Laidback 

Fun 

Tedious 

2. Future 
 
Feelings of anticipation of child’s departure 
 
 Worry  (anxiety) 

*underlined emotions will be the ones discussed in detail 
**Pride can be present or future 

Parenting* 

Discussion &  
Negotiation   

Balance & Control Knowledge of Child Transition (Prep. for 
Adult Life) 

Finding right time to 
discuss  (e.g. visitor or 
on car journey)* 

Letting go vs. keeping 
control – doing it 
‘properly’. Use of ‘we’ - 
as in ‘we’ decided. 

In general terms for all Encourage child to do 
things for him/herself 

Not wanting to say 
what they think                  

Wanting child to do 
more; be more involved 

Know what suits him or 
her -  heavy for some 

See process as one of 
‘letting go’ 

Child  won’t discuss (vs. 
detailed discussions) &  
tactics used  to start 
discussions 

Providing ‘support and 
encouragement’ 

 

Sense of somewhere 
‘feeling right’ for child 

Not all are ready yet 

    

    
*Explanations for words and phrases used here with examples will be provided in 

the subsequent sections. 



et 

al



.

2
 Parts of this ‘Findings’ section (‘A. Parenting’) formed the basis of a conference paper which I 

delivered. There are other sections in the Introduction and Conclusion which also appeared in it and 
which are referenced accordingly. 



B. Approach to involvement 

et al



C. Emotions 



 

 

 

And [we] have very, very big discussions, we talk very well together

Well, I suppose I quite like to have the opportunity to talk about it 

whereas she just doesn’t really want to, whereas I would quite happily 

have a sort of longer chat about something that -- As I say, it’s almost 



well you can’t say anything sort of twice or sort of - She's very, you 

know, ..--.... has her own sort of thought process and works things 

through and, you know, will make her own decision.  You can only sort 

of put little bits in there and say, well, you need to consider x, x, and x 

and see what she comes up with  

throw it out there and let her mull it over’ 

what’s your thoughts at the moment, 

what are you thinking

Yes, sort of quietly we've been sort of ...my husband was saying to me, 

well has she made up her mind yet, you know, and I said, well, I keep 

trying to ask, you know.....we’d be driving to school or something and I'd 

be saying, well, obviously you’ve only got a couple of weeks, you know, 

have you sort of, ......have you made your choices, you know.  And I'm 

sort of trying to eke out of her what she's deciding and, you know, it has 

been hard but I don’t think that’s because of any fault in the university 

application process, I think that's just our particular child and how she 

is. 

quietly

once B’s made up her mind about 

something it’s really difficult to change her’. 



she’s not a child you can tell her 

what needs and has to be done...

quite hard to get him to sit down and chat about things. It was 

quite hard work’ 

It hasn’t gone as well as I'd hoped it would go but -- I have to get him in 

the right frame of mind. Sometimes he’ll sit and chat, very chatty, other 

times he won’t and other times I can’t -- I know there's not even worth 

trying to get anything out of him.  He's got to be in the right frame of 

mind to want to chat to me.  I do employ my very close friend who used 

to be part of xxe education, quite high up and a counsellor to boot, she's 

retired now.  So I do -- I would go to her and say I don’t know, you know, 

J -- you know, we’re not really talking here.  I need to know and she 

would say, ‘well, what about this, J, and what about that, J,’ and draw 

him out a bit more so –...-- a bit more than I could...

oh no I can’t say that to him

L will say it and say what I want to say but because it doesn’t come 

from me I’m happier

draw him out

. 



‘Right’. ‘Well, I'm not sure’.  ‘Okay, you're not sure.  So would it be a 

good idea to go just to take a look and then your options are open?  If 

you don’t even do this that’s fine but you know what you're choosing 

about.  Would that be a good idea?’  ‘Yes, all right then’.  So it’s been 

kind of like that. 

But, you know, I just have to keep quiet a lot of the time because if I say 

too much she's one of these, you know, you say black and it'll be white.  

So I have to keep my mouth shut a bit. 

not quite him’ 

he needs to come to that conclusion’ 

. 



Well, I've always tried to not say, ‘well, if I was you’ because I'm not the 

one who's doing it and you know, sometimes I've said ‘if I’ and she says, 

go on, say what you're going to say.  I said, no, I'm not going to, I said, 

because I don’t want you turning round in four years’ time and saying, 

well, you said to me if I, you know, blah, blah.  And I said, no,...because 

this is your life and your experience, and I said if you make the wrong 

decision, I said, it’s your fault not mine. But obviously try and be 

supportive but try -- I don’t know, try and lead them in the right 

direction. 

lead

.

 

the 

balance of what?’



Of gently encouraging and standing back and saying, look, it’s up to 

you, you know, it’s your choice.  I'm not going to say anything now for 

the next -- We've had this one when -- you know, with regards to work 

and stuff and then I've said, right, I'm recognising this is just turning 

into what's sounding like nagging to you and I said I'm taking 

responsibility for what you should be doing, I said.  So I'm going to give 

you that back and he goes, oh, don’t give it me back and I say, no, I am 

and I'm actually -- I said for a couple of weeks I said I'm not going to say 

anything at all for however long.  I'll literally lay it out.  It’s like on the 

parenting courses this is and I've said, you know, I'm going to leave it 

with you, D, and I said what do you want me to do?  Do you want me to 

sort of say how's it going or would you want -- He said well I don’t know 

and I said, well, okay, I'm going to leave it with you then and I'm not 

going to remind you or say anything,.., because it is up to you.  I said so 

we’ll take a break and we’ll perhaps review things and then that’s it. 

what he should be doing’. 

But I've sort of had to get it into my head he is 18.  If he stuffs this up 

it’s him stuffing it up not me and likewise he has to make the decision 

about accommodation… 

When actually it was his decision whether or not, you know, we get it 

done.  But at the end of the day I don’t want him to lose out on this 

opportunity for the sake of not ticking a box at the right moment 

because there is a lot of bureaucracy involved in this process,... 

stuff it up’



, 

I feel happy it’s probably about right where I would like to be.  I 

probably am a bit of a control person, I like things organised and so in 

doing it myself then I knew that it had been done.  That sounds awful, 

doesn’t it, but it’s where it’s at.  So I probably did -- I quite like being 

involved to that level and also -- but I -- He was involved completely.  I 

seem to remember a conversation at one point where I did -- I can’t think 

what it was but did he really have to go or whatever and I thought, no, 

come on, you're just letting me do all of it here and you do need to be a 

bit practical which is why I would bring him over to the computer and 

say look through this syllabus... 

 

he was involved completely’, 



: 

[what] I also observe is whether the parents are asking the questions or 

whether the pupils are asking the questions, because I think it’s more 

important that the pupils ask question because I said to J, you know, go 

prepared with a couple of questions. I’ll ask a couple of questions, 

parent type questions, but I want you to ask as well some more, you 

know, course type questions. So I’ll do the parent bit, you do the course – 

you know, the course bit and he goes to me, oh, why is it [important] to 

ask questions? I said because it’s important to be shown to be interested 

and actually he did then start spurring on with questions but he was 

better on the one-to-one. So when the teacher was there he was then 

chattering and I just stood back and didn’t interfere then at that point. I 

just leave him to get on with it. 

stands back’

parent type’ .



.  

 

doey

So I just think if she's -- You know, if the course was really interesting 

and they say, right, you know, I want you to go down Bournemouth 

beach now for an hour and take what you think is a good shot of a 

seagull, that would be great because she's doing and she'd sort of think 

about it, is the light right and blah, blah, blah.  Whereas if you were in 

just a classroom just looking at a board, writing down, maybe 

discussing which is all fine, it’s all part of it, but she’d always I think be 

looking for that little bit more. 

this isn’t actually your character, J, you know, this isn’t 

you

I was quite keen that she didn’t go actually just because I'm not certain 

it was -- it'd be the right thing for her.  I mean she's still adamant that 

that's where she wanted but I just feel that she’ll get a better, more 

rounded education if she goes to somewhere not quite as snooty, you 

know, and not quite as high flying.  I think she’ll -- to go to Cambridge 

and to struggle all the way through it and to be amongst people who 

come from very different social backgrounds, I don’t think that she 



would enjoy, you know.  She’d always be trying to keep up with the, you 

know, the other students and I think a lot of them will come from very 

privileged backgrounds. 

‘....why, do you not think I’m good 

enough? and, of course, what can you [say] back to that you know? You don’t 

say no...

I could see D 

there’ 

I knew it wouldn’t be for B 

really...in some respects I feel the same way you go very much on how you feel 

about the place

...and I think he flourishes better in a smaller environment.  So that’s 

what I was looking for, what kind of environment it was.  You know, 

would he get lost in all of this?  Would he be happy as a person in this 

environment? 

…But, yes, I think I was looking for him as a person, whether he would 

actually like it.  I was actually looking at what kind of people were 

walking around and looking.  I know that sounds strange. 



just her sort of 

university’ her style of people’  ‘she has to feel comfortable’ 

.

 

I remember when I went to university I went to both the interview and 

off to uni on my own because my parents didn’t have no involvement 

and I think E was the same.  And so it’s this balance really of what you 

had and what you want to give them and, you know, you do -- We call it 

adult training in our house, you know, and we try and do as much as we 

can to make her do as much and she quite often says, no, I don’t want 

to do that.  I don’t want to do that and we say, well, what are you going 

to do when we’re not about to do it for you?  You know things like 

ringing up and making an appointment. 

adult training’

, 



He's a September boy, yes. So he's at the stage where he needs to strike 

out and do his own thing. It comes to all boys and girls at some point 

and his time has come. 

Yes, and he's quite happy.  I mean he's, you know -- he can cook.  Part of 

his job is cleaning toilets so he should be able to do that although I've 

not seen evidence of this at home...he's old enough to stand on his own 

two feet.  You know, he's had a bank account for a year so he's pretty 

well set up and if he needs to find work there he's got qualifications...

growing up experience for me’.

you don’t have to go to uni now, you can always go later... 

 



 

 

did what we had to do to get where we wanted to go…’ ‘that’s 

what you have to do and that’s what you do’ 

 

Yes, it was...all within either film and TV, film and video, film and 

moving image.  They all called it something slightly different but they -- 

you know, you had to drill down on then the university websites and 

really drill down into the make-up of the course.  And actually some I 

was looking in great detail at what they were suggesting, what you had 

to do, and just the wording of it like the difference between 

Bournemouth Uni and AUCB.  The difference: AUCB was talking much 

more about - well and Newport where he wants to go - much more about 

you learn through practical experience.  Whereas some of the others 

were, well, we will teach you these modules,...and you will learn a bit 

about the cameras things.  I thought, oh, no, he needs hands-on. 

. 



But anyway that made us realise at that point that a career in medicine 

and getting into med school meant that you had to, as a parent, actively 

go out and help your child get the experience they needed which if you 

are already a doctor is fine.  If you're not it’s incredibly difficult and so -- 

I mean I think it was in her Year 10 summer holiday so between Year 10 

and Year 11 we made her ring up all the local GPs and hospitals and 

healthcare trusts to try and get some sort of experience.  She got 

nowhere. 

So finally I took it over, sort of took the gauntlet over and I did the same, 

just ring up and cold call, and eventually found -- got her two 

placements... 

made

. 

big family project for all 

of us journey

her decision...[we] wanted it to come from 

her’, 

very focused’ my 

project’ operation education’

entirely 

your choice’

I’ve supported him and helped him and pushed him in the right 



direction to actually achieve what he wants to do. push

, . 

own it”

Oh, no, he hadn’t owned it by then.  When we were looking through the 

prospectuses this was me going through the options and him just not 

being prepared to look at the options.  So in a sense I was -- had to do 

that for him I felt. 

So that night we sat down and we got the web pages up of Oxford.  We 

got -- Basically we decided Exeter was nice but it wasn’t in a league with 

Imperial or Oxford, and looking at the facilities and the league tables as 

well but he thought he preferred Imperial and Oxford...  But then it was 

between Imperial and Oxford to make a firm choice and your second 

choice.  So he was still in a quandary wondering what to do.  So he 

decided -- Well, he sat down with me one evening.  We got the two web 

pages up on his laptop and we did a pro and con list, Oxford to Imperial, 

and Imperial won against Oxford six to one. 

There was different things.  It was like overseas students: we were going 

how many overseas students, facilities, league tables, career prospects, 

graduate prospects, things like bursaries and scholarships.  All those 

type of things and every time Imperial was coming out above Oxford 

and we -- I think the industry links with Imperial, because he's doing a 

science and technology course, I think Imperial so outstrips Oxford. 



We went round to the department at Oxford and it was shabby, it was 

rundown and it was just assumed, you know, oh, it'll be really great if 

you could get in here, you know, it’s the elite... 

informed decision’

 



Well, I think once they do their A levels it’s not a huge amount of  -- I 

mean there are -- I suppose there are different options but she very 

much looked at all the courses.  She got -- ordered the prospectuses, she 

looked through them all.  She did her own research.  She decided which 

ones she's going to visit.  She spoke to people at school, she spoke to her 

drama teacher, her theatre studies teacher, her classics teacher, and 

she took advice every -- you know, from everyone she knew about where 

she should apply to, where she should consider and, you know, etc., 

...but, yes, she did that pretty much by herself so I -- 

No, we didn’t really get involved in the choice of universities... 

.

he said when I’ve made 

the choice and when it comes to the deadline I’ll let you know

That was just M, he's -- he keeps his cards close to his chest, that’s the 

expression I could use for him.  He's -- He doesn’t let on a lot.  He's very -

- as I say, very quiet and he keeps him - his thoughts to himself and 

everything.  He'd made it -- He looked into it, he made his decisions and I 

thought it was -- he obviously didn’t want me saying, oh, well I want you 

to go there because.  So he said on the deadline day, he said, right, I've 

applied to Warwick as my first choice and Bath the second, so that’s it. 

weigh [things] up’

sensible decision’, 



But what I liked about Warwick when I looked at -- I did a 

sneaky look up online...” sneaky

So it would have been a safer back-up and I suppose because she isn’t 

very chatty and responsive we’ve sort of very much left it up to her and, 

as I say, now I sort of, you know, do have a little regret that I think, well, 

perhaps we should have tried to put our foot down and gone, well, 

actually that’s –... you look at what you’re doing here

he doesn’t want me too involved in 

his decisions, you know, and I’ve had to take a bit of a step bac

I sort of like felt a bit redundant I suppose’



 

Name Emotions Experienced 

Mary Worry, anticipation of child’s departure, resigned, regret, relieved, (pride) 

Lizzie Worry, frustration, stress, want reassurance, guilt, fun 

Megan Pride 

Chloe Anticipation of child’s departure, (pride), (tension), frustration 

Jane Pride, worry, anticipation of child’s departure 

Natalie Tedious, anticipation of child’s departure, guilt, responsibility,  resigned 

Tina Pride, trust, anticipation of child’s departure, worry, dread 

Jackie Trust, (pride) 

Wendy Worry, want reassurance, (vulnerable) 

Alison Laid back, frustration, relaxed, happy 

Mark Anticipation of child’s departure, envy, pride, (regret) 

Laura Laidback, resigned, envy, anticipation of child’s departure, (worry) 

Rachel Regret, pride, worry, want reassurance,  fun 

Clare Frustration, relief, anticipation of child’s departure, stress, regret 

Jasmine Pride (frustration). 

(Sarah) (Pride) (anticipation of child’s departure) 

Key: in bold = strong emotion or emotional experience (also where participant’s name 

is in bold); normal text = medium experience; and in brackets = low or light 

experience. There is no significance in the order of the emotions listed left to right. 

Underlined emotions will be discussed. 

 



 

when he started his GCSEs because he's always gifted and talented.  So I 

think from about sort of 14 that he wanted to go and he hasn’t thought 

about getting an apprenticeship or anything else that -- He just knows 

that he is -- because he is very bright, that he wants -- he wanted to go 

down that route but, of course, we hit the £9,000 tuition fees at the 

moment.  But Imperial are very good, they’ve given him a £3,500 

bursary and they’ve waived some of his tuition fees which is quite 

unknown actually. 

exceptionally bright’



But we were quite stuck on what he would do, he just didn’t have the 

faintest idea and basically the advice I seemed to get was, you know, 

almost don’t worry too much about what --... 

-- but go to university, get the degree.  Loads of people do a degree 

and end up working in something completely different anyway which I 

know to be true.  But it left me a bit frustrated because I thought that 

still doesn’t help me because he's still got to apply to a subject. 

But I suppose as a parent you just want to think, oh, you know, make a 

decision because if it’s what you want to do it’s what you want to do.  

But I suppose with something like photography that's got so many fields 

to it… 



 

Well, I worry about it a little bit and think, oh, gosh, it’s just a shame.  I 

think it’s just a shame that they're going to come away, you know, with 

that much debt, you know, and I know..., as I say, that they say, oh, 

well, you know, unless you're earning over x amount you're not going to 

have to pay anything back but the debt’s still there in my mind.  I 

suppose it’s cautious parent to monetary, sort of fairly careful, then to 

think your child’s going to have a debt which is almost what our house 

cost is quite sort of -- quite worrying really. 

parents go through hell’

Yes, I know but he read it and, of course, it sounded absolutely brilliant 

because he's very articulate and everything and I just burst into tears.  

That said it all and he was going, oh, mum, and I said I'm sorry, I'm just 

so worried, I want you to do what's right for you and I want you to work 

out and I said it’s just so hard when you do nothing, D.  I said I don’t 

know how to help you, I said, and to a certain extent you have got to 

help yourself, I said, and when you don’t, ...it’s just -- I said I'm sorry for 

weeping on you.  So it’s been an emotional process. 



Yes, it’s going to break my heart when he leaves.  Well, I say leaves 

home, I mean it’s not sort of technically leaving but as such he’ll be 

away for the next four years and I can’t think what it'll be like here 

without him, you know.  But it’s the right thing for him to do and I do 

think, especially that -- I suppose the difference is where he was so ill 

and at one point we were told he might not make it...When you're in that 

sort of situation...  

. 

I might have a moment of empty nest-iness but then I'll look at the pile 

of laundry being so much smaller and that things were where I left them 

and things aren’t where I didn’t leave them.  Yes, I'm quite looking 

forward to that and I think we’re at the stage, you know, as I say he's 

going to be 19.  He needs to strike out on his own and I mean I'm not the 

sort of person who'd want him to stay at home because that’s -- No, that 

-- He needs to do his own thing.  He needs to grow up, he needs to do his 

own thing, find his own way in the world, and hopefully we've equipped 

him to do that...  



 



Chapter 5:  

 



 



 

 

 

Themes from 
findings: 

Overarching 
meta-narrative: 

 

Parenting as: 
-  Conflict avoidance -  
   persuasion and compromise; 
- Teamwork; 
- Relationship maintenance. 

Analytical categories: 



 

 

et al



 

so I have to keep my mouth shut a bit’ 



he’s got to be in the right 

frame of mind to want to chat to me’ 

et al

I’m 

recognising that this is just turning into what’s sounding like nagging to you



as soon as we’d 

sort of discussed that they were all good medical schools



 

et al



so yes we are a 

team’  ‘we’re operation education’ parent 

type’ 

 

et al



It’s quite difficult letting them go, isn’t it

. 

adult training’

  

et al

It’s also quite difficult to judge as a parent because obviously they're 

growing up as well and one minute an offer of help may be greeted with 

open arms, and another what you think is a similar offer of help might 

be treated with your head being bitten off and how dare you nag me 

about this, mum. 



 

 

I’m afraid that I would have to say that I’m the researcher

afraid’ Well only because I 

suppose you sort of hope that your children will do it themselves.

we

et al

et al



et al

if I was you

really try and rein that in

 

 



 

et al

. 



et al

tedious”

et 

al

 

 



et al

 



nightmare a little bit of a muddle’



never even looked round a 

university

et al.

et al



 

 

et al

et al



 

 

It’s a moment 

when you have to step back from them and they’re starting their adult life

 



My father said I was going to join the Navy as soon as I left school.  I 

never did and part of me wishes I did join the Navy but I think because 

of my father saying you will join the Navy I resisted and didn’t go...

Right, 

she said, well I’ve found one…you start Monday

 

‘You could see she was almost in tears.  She 

said I've just messed that up completely...’  

But I think she was grateful for the fact that 

I was there and I could calm her down...

moral support’. 

 

mildly depressed’



you can talk to them too much about it and put them under more pressure 

than they need

Because actually us mums tend to take it up for them and I still haven't 

got it right because I'm still stressed.  But when I ...said, right, I mean 

actually this is your thing and I'm getting myself in a right stress... 

 

 



et al

I'm quite happy for him to stay at 

home.  I'm just worried about the journey for him that's all…

fun and tense’.

 

et al



 

I pretty much think that degrees are much of a 

muchness if you choose psychology...



et al

 

dread’ parents go through 

hell’





 



Chapter 6:  

 

 



et al

 

 

et al et al



 

 



she’s 

not a child you can tell her what needs and has to be done you can’t 

say anything sort of twice’ 



It’s a moment when you 

have to stand back from them.

 

 



 

,

et al

not



 

et al

parent type’





 

 

 

 - 



et al



 









A. Letter from school to recruit parents. 

B. Participant Information Sheet. 

C. Interview discussion guide. 

D. Participants’ profiles – listed alphabetically. 

E. My reflexive statement. 

F. Blank consent form. 

G. Ethics approval email from University of Southampton. 

H. Tactical Advice for Schools and HEIs from findings. 

I. One full transcript (‘Jasmine’). 





 





 

Study Title: The involvement of parents and their experiences of the process leading up to 
their child’s university choice. 
 
Researcher: Helen Haywood    Ethics number: 1243 
 
Please read this information carefully before deciding to take part in this research. If you are 
happy to participate you will be asked to sign a consent form. 
 
What is the research about? 
 
This research project is for the thesis part of my EdD (doctorate) studies at the University of 
Southampton.  
 
This project is about how parents like you feel and what you think about the involvement you 
have had in your child’s decision about where and what s/he is going to be studying at 
university. I also hope to explore how people make choices and decisions and how they 
experience these things.  
 
Why have I been chosen? 
 
I am inviting you to participate in this research because you are the parent or guardian of a 
child in Year 13 at school or college who has been looking at universities and courses over the 
past year or so and who is hoping to attend university this autumn.  I’d like to ask you about 
your experiences relating to your child and the process s/he went through in choosing the 
course and university s/he has chosen. 
 
 What is involved? 
 
You will be invited to be interviewed by me once. The interview will last about an hour.  
 
You will be asked at the interview whether you would be prepared to check over a copy of the 
transcript of this interview, or my initial interpretations of it, at a later stage. You do not have 
to agree to this and you are free to participate in the research without doing this.  
 
Before the interview starts, you will have the opportunity to ask questions about the project 
and your involvement in it. I will explain how the information you provide will be treated and 
stored confidentially, and that you will not be named in any reporting process. You will be 
invited to read and sign a consent form to indicate that you have understood what is involved 
and of your right to withdraw from the process at any time and without giving any explanation.  
 
Are there any benefits in my taking part? 
Your involvement will be much appreciated and will contribute greatly to the quality and 
usefulness of my research findings and to the outcomes of my study.  
 



Additionally, I hope that my findings may help universities and schools to improve the way 
they provide information to students and their parents and in terms of the support and 
guidance which they provide. 
 
Will my participation be confidential? 

All the information collected during the research will be kept strictly confidential and will only 
be seen by me, my thesis supervisor at the University of Southampton and any External 
Examiners.  As required by the Data Protection Act, I will not pass on any person-identifiable 
data to any external agency. I will write up the finding for my thesis and will also use the 
research for articles in academic and professional journals and conferences. Any references in 
my thesis, and in any subsequent articles and conference papers, to data gathered in the 
interviews will be anonymised to ensure confidentiality.  
 
I have also agreed to provide a summary of the main findings to xxxxxx School and will take 
care to ensure that the summary I provide anonymises data and presents only generalised 
trends, so that individuals cannot be identified. You can withdraw consent for your interview 
to be used in this way if you wish, and still take part in the research. 
 
The data will be stored either at my home or office at work, with transcripts anonymised and 
stored on password protected computers, both at home and at work, and with hard copies 
kept in a locked cupboard (home) and a locked filing cabinet at work in my locked office.  
 
What happens if I change my mind? 

Your participation in this research is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw from the 
process at any time.  If you do so, all record of the information you have provided will be 
destroyed and it will not be referred to in the research 
 
What happens if something goes wrong? 

In the unlikely event that you have concerns or complaints about the way the research has 
been conducted please contact Dr Martina Prude (Head of Research Governance for the 
University of Southampton (contact details:  xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx)) 
 
Where can I get more information? 
 
If you would like any more information about this project including on how the data you 
provide will be used, please contact me: 
 
Helen Haywood (my email address - xxxxxxxxxxx)    Home telephone number (xxxxxxxxxxxxxxx)  
 

 

 



 

Notes to self – reminders: Tell me more; can you give me an example; can you explain that; 
use their terms back to them; so is it right to say.....; can you tell me what you mean by..... 
how did  you feel;  were you happy about.....what did you actually do/look for/at; what do 
you remember about; what did people tell you, can you remember a time when. 
 
<Start recording>              Say this is an interview with (name of interviewee) on (date). 

 

Introduce myself. 

Opening statement: I’m talking to you today because I’m trying to find out more about how 
parents are involved in the decisions their child makes about going to university, so I’d like to 
ask you about your experiences relating to x and the process s/he went through in choosing 
the course and university s/he has chosen (or similar phrasing). 
 
Permission for interview  

The first thing though, is to ask your permission to talk to you, and to tell you how I would like 
to do it. I think that you have already had the participation information sheet and read it? (If 
not, go through it with the interviewee). 
 
Then go through the following issues with the interviewee 

- Interview will be recorded if that is ok 

- Confidentiality 

- We won’t pass your details on to anybody else 

- Interview data will be stored securely by me at home or at the university 

- Interview data will be anonymised 

- Right to withdraw at any point 

- Copy of topline findings? 

- Don’t have to be included in topline findings going to xxxxxxxx school 

- Any questions now? 

- Any questions later? – See contact details at the end of the information sheet 

 

Interviewee to fill in and initial and sign the consent form (one copy for us, offer them a copy).  

Plus:  tell them that there’s no right or wrong answers and that I’m looking for their stories and 
experiences; do ask me to clarify anything that’s not clear or say if they can’t remember; the 
time it will take, and if I pause it’s to let them answer and to think, not because I’m questioning 
their views or choices, or judging them. Looking for detail. I will jot down a few notes of things 
to come back to, so please don’t be put off.  
 
Brief warm up – please tell me a bit about (yourself and) your child – (anything you like.....) 



Introduction - So first of all what are his/her plans? Where’s s/he hoping to study?  What 
subject? 
 
Follow up Statement (if needed, if conversation doesn’t naturally flow onto it): 

It would be great if you could tell me in as much detail as possible about this whole process 
from your point of view from when you first got involved   (prompt as needed) in how your 
child has come to be going to x to study y. 
 
Then follow their lead with discussion in any of the below areas: 

When/how  did s/he decide which subject to choose? Tell me about it (Probe if needed how 
did you feel about it?; can you remember discussing it? Where did his/her interest in that come 
from? Has s/he always been interested in it?) 
 
Tell me about the course– how did s/he come to choose that course and that uni? (Probe if 
needed:  Do many unis do it? Did you discuss it with him/her – if so, tell me about it. What do 
you think of his/her choice? (Probe course and uni separately). What were his/her other (uni) 
choices – tell me about them? How did s/he decide on this one? How involved were you in these 
choices – what did you do?/Tell me about it?) 
 
When did s/he first decide to go to university? Or start thinking about it. Tell me about it.  
(Probe if needed how did you feel about it? Did you go to university yourself?  Did you talk 
about that with your child?  Can you remember the sorts of things you talked about?) 
 
What did you (or s/he) find out about the course/uni and where from?  (Note for self - 
Information & sources) Tell me about it. (Probe if needed:  Did you look with your child and/or 
separately? Tell me about it – what and where. How did it go-  working with your child? What 
did you talk about?  Any thoughts about the info? What about school – what did they do?) 
 
Did you (or s/he) visit any universities while you were deciding? Tell me about it – what was 
it like? (Probe if needed: Who went? Was it with your child?  (Who else went: other 
parent/family members/friend etc.)? Were these Open Days or other visits?  Tell me about 
these visits in as much detail as you can (further probe if needed what did you do/see; did you 
talk to anyone? What were your thoughts/feelings & impressions during the day? Sum it up 
and/or first impressions)   
 
(If the parent didn’t visit any universities, but the child did: Did you talk about it with 
him/her? Tell me about it. (Probe if needed: What did s/he say and what sort of things did you 
talk about? What were your thoughts/feelings?) 
 
Did you talk to anyone about the process? Tell me about it. (Probe if needed: Who?  - Friends, 
spouse, university staff etc. What sorts of things did you talk about? How was it? Was it useful? 
Were you talking about it a lot?) 
 
(Only if they mention it first – fees/feeling like a consumer/being ‘sold to’ – ask how it 
felt/what they thought/give an example) 
 
How has it all gone? (Probe if needed: How involved have you been? How have you/your child 
felt about this involvement? What’s been your role?  Can you tell me about some of the things 
you’ve done e.g.s? How have you felt about it all? How has it felt to be involved in this choice? 



How do you feel now? What do you think of his/her choices? What do you think about him/her 
going off to uni soon/how has working with him/her been?) 
 
Finish: Is there anything else you would like to say about the process or anything we’ve been 
talking about today? What have I missed? What haven’t we spoken about? Any final thoughts?  
Do you have any questions about what we have discussed?   
 
Wrap up - Just check I have all personal details I need – their age, occupation (and that of 
spouse), did they go to H.E. (did spouse),  did older children go if applicable? Child’s details. 
 
If I have any follow up questions may I contact you again and likewise if you think of anything 
you wish to add or amend please do contact me.  (If I wanted to do a follow up interview 
would you be prepared to take part (stress no obligation) likewise would you be prepared to 
check through a summary of this interview (or my interpretations of it)). 
 
Thank you very much 

 





 



always right’

fairly right

If 

I were you.....’

wouldn’t bite’

doey



putty in her hands’

etched in her 

memory’



knows best’

needed to make his 

own way in the world”. 



done it to death’ 

researcher’

I’m afraid’

afraid



a child that’s taken a long time to grow into himself, but 

I think he’s getting there.” 

black sheep’

drilling down’ 

that he could 

cope with’ appropriate

country boy’

it’s quite nice to trap your teenager 

in a car for four hours....and actually have a conversation with them



more compliant’

the minimum’



spoilt

winged

her usual friendly self’





focused determined

messy



I'm very focused, quite 

driven, quite anal

tried to nurture positives as he’s always struggled 

academically

project

they all 

go through this don’t they



So some contradiction 

here

this is not your character, this isn’t you

 

backup plan’

feel you’d done your 

bit’ 



what will be, will be, you can’t change it

pretty outgoing, you know, articulate.  He's got a 

part-time job as well He’s a cocktail waiter So he does it, so he's sort of 

quite, you know, out there and doing lots of things’.

“I’ve never 

pushed them to do – you know, they’ve got to choose what they want to do”

 ‘realistic

backup plan’ there is always a back-up or something he could do...’ 



 

take

parents go through hell

clueless

gone off the boil’ 

quite peoply’

hand 

it back’ nagging’



self sabotage’

 

English’  

their choice

the feel’ feel comfortable’

feel 

comfortable’ feel her sort 

of un



happy bubbly,

little 

unit

get 

things sorted’ strict with them about money

feel



 

lengthy discussions’

put things out there’ 

you’ve told me 

that already’



 

informed decision’

we did a pro 

and con list’. 



 

Asperger like’

indulged

they knew it wasn’t the right thing



tedious’

comfortable’

. 

we’re not a family that 

imposes our will on our children

felt comfortable’ B’s been happy 

with her choices

just a feeling about it you go on what you feel

fee right

encouraged and supported her’



important part of life great 

value in going to uni’. 

child oriented’

big family 

project...a journey for all of us. We’re all trying to work to the same goal

very proactive in the help that we’ve given her you 

had to, as a parent, actively go out and help your child get the experience they 

needed

felt it was her decision and wanted it to come from her

good

driven

doesn’t make friends easily’



(‘I’m not sure where that 

came from’

wasn’t quite him’)

owning



modest

Why X uni

right 

mood



 

he’ll make 

something of himself

very positive in their 

choices

not cigarettes and booze’

he keeps his cards close to his chest



 

the sort of people’

vulnerable

find things out’



youn

catch up’



is 

Southampton a good uni’ 

 





 





 

Study title: The involvement of parents and their experiences of the process leading up to 
their child’s university choice  
 

Please initial the box(es) if you agree with the statement(s):  

I understand that information collected about me during my participation in this study will be 
stored on a password protected computer and that this information will only be used for the 
purpose of this study. All files containing any personal data will be made anonymous.   
 

I have read and understood the participant information sheet (Feb 
2012/version 1) and have had the opportunity to ask questions about 
the study. 





 

From: ERGO [DoNotReply@ERGO.soton.ac.uk] 

Sent: 15 March 2012 13:21 

To: Haywood H.S. 

Subject: Your Ethics Submission (Ethics ID:1243) has been 

reviewed and approved 

 

Submission Number: 1243 

Submission Name: The Involvement of parents and their 

experiences of the process leading up to their child's 

university choice 

This is email is to let you know your submission was approved by 

the Ethics Committee. 

 

You can begin your research unless you are still awaiting 

specific Health and Safety approval (e.g. for a Genetic or 

Biological Materials Risk Assessment) 

 

Comments 

1.This proposal has been carefully designed and has no ethical 

concerns. Maybe only a minor thing: in the risk assessment form 

the researcher could explain further why she thinks that she's 

likely to be affected [by the research study]. 

 

2.Potential ethical problems have been well considered and the 

proposal is thorough and detailed. 

 

Click here to view your submission<http://www.ergo.soton.ac.uk> 

------------------ 

ERGO : Ethics and Research Governance Online 

http://www.ergo.soton.ac.uk 

------------------             

DO NOT REPLY TO THIS EMAIL 

https://taw.bournemouth.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=Rca3-Dl9cUWmHlZH7Kb0uIgIBIc2odFIvadEduCyZwjMtVgy-YHf4f52ifH4Sg_imZzPDHO_4y0.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.ergo.soton.ac.uk




 

HEIs 

HEIs should not appear to be too desperate to recruit with regard to bombarding students 

with post offer communications and/or giving the impression in these or at Open Days that the 

student would be accepted almost regardless of their A level grades. Even offering too many 

incentives could be off-putting and cause parents to wonder about the institution’s quality. 

HEIs however should make an effort to appearing welcoming at interviews or Open Days – it 

was felt by some participants that the ‘better’ universities (e.g. Russell Group and Oxbridge) 

made no or little effort – one participant spoke angrily of a university running late with the 

interviews and reducing her child’s interview to about 12 minutes. Some participants felt that 

these institutions gave the impression that you should be grateful to be even considered by 

them and that they made little effort on these occasions. 

Linked to the above point, HEIs should not leave parents completely out of the Open Days or 

interviews – in some cases participants could not even wait with their child or have a look 

round the university themselves.  They were just left to hang around. Some parents were keen 

to meet other applicants or current students and to get a ‘feel’ for the place. 

HEIS should make sure that all communications during the application process are prompt and 

clear – universities that are very late making offers or do not reply to follow up questions, 

cause a lot of stress. Likewise HEIs need to have a clear, well organised web site (not like the 

UCAS one, about which many participants complained).  

HEIs need to make sure that the Open Days are well run and that staff are well organised, 

informed, welcoming and efficient – parents and students make judgements about the whole  

university based on these things – ‘well if they can’t even run an Open Day...’ (Chloe). There 

was frustration that staff on hand could not always answer questions and/or appeared rushed. 

One Open Day was described as a bit like a ‘production line’ with talks being scheduled very 

tightly back-to-back and people being ushered out of the lecture theatre before they could ask 

any questions. 

 



The timings of interviews and Open Days can also be an issue – and HEIs should ensure that 

they do not clash with A level exam periods (January) and very busy periods in the A level 

calendar. There was a sense from some participants that universities either were not aware of 

or did not care about these dates. Also interviews or Open Days which were held on week days 

(usually Wednesdays) with very early starts or late finishes which meant an overnight stay and 

the child and parent needing to take 2 days off school/work caused a problem and there was 

then often a lot of hanging about. 

Schools 

As many of my participants came from the same school, it is interesting to see how 

perspectives varied on the process and the amount of help they and their child got.  For 

example, some participants felt that there was too much emphasis on Oxbridge and medical 

school applications, whereas some of those whose child was in this category felt that not 

enough was being done for this group (particularly in view of the early application deadline). 

It was felt to be essential that schools provide guidance and support on the Personal 

Statement and ensure that students start the application process early. Also schools need to 

make sure that students and parents were aware of the key deadlines and were reminded of 

them frequently and provide detailed advice on the process, as well as one-to-one advice on 

individual universities and courses to the students. The school’s use of the VLE rather than 

relying on children to pass on information was appreciated, as was holding separate meetings 

for parents, although not all parents could attend and this could then itself cause frustration. 

Given the stresses and frustrations that some parents experienced and the fact that this 

process became about parenting and maintaining the relationship with the child, some parents 

very much appreciated being able to pass some of the responsibility back to the school. They 

also appreciated being able to either unite with or delegate certain aspects to the school in 

terms of getting their child to hit the deadlines, so that they did not feel that it was all down to 

them to ensure that it was done on time. 
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