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Outline 

• Studying higher education markets 
• Theoretical and analytical approaches 
• Methodology and empirical work 
• Two instantiations of higher education markets 
• Emerging higher education industry? 



Studying higher education markets 
(marketization, commodification, privatization) 
• Four main groups of literature in relation to markets in higher 

education  
– Higher education policy and governance reforms 

• International – national – institutional   
• Robertson, van der Wende, Westerheijden – Ball, de Boer, Dill, 

Jongbloed, Middlehurst, Teixeira – Ball, Deem, Neave, Shore, 
Wright,… 

– Presence of (quasi)markets in higher education 
• Brown, Dill, Jongbloed, Marginson,… 

– Privatisation and commodification of higher education 
• Ball, Leslie, Levy, Middlehurst, Naidoo, Slaughter, Youdell,.. 

– Consequences of marketization in higher education 
• Barnett, Connell, Dos Santos, Henkel, Ivancheva, Lynch, Naidoo, 

Noble,… 



Studying higher education markets 

• Important insights, but also… 
– Focus on macro and meso – as if the micro has happened or will 

happen 
– Focus on discourse and policy – more empirical work needed 
– Static and technical views of the markets (market as ‘free’, simple, 

one, disembedded from society)  – not scrutinising markets in 
their own right 

– Focusing on ‘the university’ and only on study provision and to 
some extent research outputs 



Theoretical and analytical 
approaches  
 
• What are markets 

– Departing understandings from economic theory 
– Markets as arenas of social interaction with specific elements, but 

social (Aspers, Beckert, Berndt, Boeckler , Callon, Fligstein, 
Granovetter, Peck, Swedberg…) 

• Instituted and embedded 
• Variegation, differentiation 
• Social and political 
• Processual account 

– Work to be done to imagine, construct and maintain markets: 
• Market framings (Çalışkan and Callon) 
• Market ordering (Beckert, Aspers)  
• Institutions, devices, cognitive framings 

 





Methodology and empirical work 
 
• Methodology: Intensive research design; Exploratory research 
• Method: Semi-structured interviews, document analysis, observation 
• Analysis: Content analysis and thick description   
• Today focusing on two instantiations of making markets: 

– ICEF GmbH: ICEF documents, ICEF provided data, observation and notes 
from two events, 4 interviews, web pages and news 

– LinkedIn Corporation: Company annual reports from 2011 to 2014, LinkedIn 
press releases and information about their products, news, webpages, 
interviews from the 2 UK universities (26 interviews, 30 annual reports and 
financial statements, 5 strategic documents, HESA statistical data, web 
pages) 

– (Altogether: series of cases & 94 interviews, observation of 4 events (field 
notes), institutional strategic and financial documents, web pages, news, 
statistical data) 



Mapping market exchanges 
concerning the two universities 



Brokering market relations into the higher 
education sector: Case of ICEF GmbH 

Source: https://www.icef.com/ 
 



Source: The Pie News 
 







Source: https://www.icef.com/ 
 





ICEF at the crossroad of two 
markets 



ICEF as a broker between markets 



Social media platforms ordering markets and 
extracting value: Case of LinkedIn Corporation 

Source: LinkedIn platform 
 



Source: LinkedIn Annual Report  for the year ending 2015 
 





LinkedIn works FOR and IN higher 
education 



 
 
They’ve [LinkedIn] created a new way of slicing their data, that’s 
particular to higher education, they’re starting to create posts 
[jobs] who are coming out to talk to universities, to career offices, 
alumni offices, to tell us about all the features that can be used. 
They are starting dialogues with us what other software we would 
like. They haven’t asked us to pay for anything yet, but it’s 
absolutely coming. (Interview I1_2). 

 





• Opportunity to order and expand HE markets 
– New dimensions of market-making (university pages, university 

search, marketing, showcasing students, staff and alumni,…) 
– New temporalities and spatialities into university’s awareness of 

its brand 
– New realities and risks for universities [quote] 
– New forms of competition in terms of scale and scope 
– Governance: algorithms – structuring new forms of valuation of 

higher education 



• Marketplace for labour 
• Marketplace for skills  

 
Whereas employers and job seekers generally rely on formal education degrees 
and job titles to determine fit for a role—and national and international 
statistics agencies similarly capture a country’s human capital endowment in 
this way—the LinkedIn data reveals that understanding an economy’s human 
capital base at the actual skills level is crucial because formal qualifications 
alone are often insufficiently meaningful and job titles may imply very different 
skills requirements in different industries and geographies. Therefore, skills are 
a foundational block in formulating future workforce and human capital 
strategies. (World Economic Forum, 2016, p. 18). 



• Privatisation of education governance 
• Privatisation of education competition 
• Privatisation of education provision 

LinkedIn is painting a scenario in which you search for a job, see the skills 
required for that job, and then are directed to a course from Lynda.com 
that will train you in those skills. Alternatively, a recruiter could search for 
available candidates based on the courses they’ve taken. You can already 
add courses to your profile, but courses endorsed by LinkedIn may carry 
more clout. (Wagner, 2015). 
 



Big data  



Other cases and outputs 

• 3 British Universities  
• PPPs: Into University Partnerships Ltd 
• NAFSA Annual Conference and Expo 
• EAIE Annual Conference and Exhibition 

 
• Komljenovic, J., & Robertson, S. L. (2016). The dynamics of “market-making” 

in higher education. Journal of Education Policy, 31(5), 622–636. 
• Robertson, S. L., & Komljenovic, J. (2016). Unbundling the University and 

Making Higher Education Markets. In A. Verger, C. Lubienski, & G. Steiner-
Khamsi (Eds.), World Yearbook of Education 2016, The Global Education 
Industry (pp. 211–227). London: Routledge.  

• … 

 
 



Concluding 

• Epistemic gains of approaches to studying markets 
• Markets in this emerging industry are diverse, variegated, 

processual and relational 
 
AND 

 
• Taking higher education as a sector  
• Diversity of actors, processes, scales, practices, institutions, … 
• Micro-macro 
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