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How the perceived risk of going to university influences the decision to 
participate in Australian higher education by people from low SES backgrounds

The intention of this project is to increase the proportional representation of people from low 
socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds in Australian higher education.

In brief, this project:
• focuses on the role of perceived risks in the decision to go (or not to go) to university for students 

from low SES backgrounds
• draws attention to the contemporary career context where traditional ways of planning careers  

no longer work.
 
This project is important because:
• making career decisions is becoming increasingly complex and fraught with risk
• with more occupations to choose from than ever before (hyperchoice), people may experience 

confusion or decision paralysis
• we live in uncertain times with the rise of the gig economy, job automation, career mini-cycles, 

and an erosion of the sense of security that going to university will ‘guarantee’ access to a defined, 
stable occupation 

• compounding this situation are predictions that jobs in the future may be more likely to need a 
university education 

• given low SES participation in higher education is not yet at parity, there is a need to accelerate 
efforts to prevent the deepening of social inequalities.

Welcome to the second project progress bulletin. The project commenced on 1 February 2018, and this 
bulletin provides an update on the progress to date.  



Project governance

Project research question and objectives

Expert advisory group
Marcia Devlin, Sally Kift, Karen Nelson, Gary Thomas, Mary Kelly, Sarah O’Shea, Dawn Bennett, 
Gabrielle O’Brien and Karen Hunt.

NCSEHE critical friends
Sue Trinidad, Nadine Zacharias, James Smith, Erica Southgate, Cathy Stone, Matthew Brett  
and Louise Pollard.

Project support
National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE).

RQ: How do the perceived risks of going to university influence the decision to participate in Australian 
higher education by people from low SES backgrounds?

RO1: To identify the types of perceived risks that people from low SES backgrounds associate with 
going to university. Study 1 and 2 completed.

RO2: To develop and test a model of the influence of perceived risks on the decision to go to university 
by people from low SES backgrounds. Study 3 commenced.

This project:
• takes a strengths-based, opportunity-focused perspective of widening participation (WP)
• hopes to evolve the now mature ‘barrier and enabler’ WP lens and encourage a shift from practice-

led WP research to research-led WP practice
• introduces the established transdisciplinary theory of perceived risk to the WP agenda
• adopts a psychosocial lens, as psychosocial dynamics are modifiable at both the individual and 

small group level, expediting the impact of WP efforts
• subscribes to the position that all low SES people have occupational aspirations formed throughout 

schooling (Gore et al., 2017)
• presupposes that people from low SES backgrounds’ motivation to go to university is 

occupationally goal-directed. Thus, going to university is a means to an end and serves an 
instrumental purpose (that is, getting a job in an occupation of their choice).

Methodology

This project employs mixed methods, and uses a design thinking process that is solution-focused 
rather than problem-based. The project model is being developed in four stages.

Project Proposal
Activity: Situate project in relation to 
seminal frameworks.
Outcome: Formative Project Model 
anchored in seminal frameworks.
Completed

STAGE 1 STAGE 2 STAGE 3 STAGE 4

Study 1 and 2
Activity: Study 1: systematic content analysis 
of grey literature; and Study 2: manual thematic 
analysis of secondary, qualitative data from 
recent NPP-HEPPP project.
Outcome: Preliminary Project Model refined  
and operationalised.
Completed

Comprehensive Literature Review
Activity: Anchor project in theory.
Outcome: Theoretical Project Model 
informed by relevant theory.
Completed

Study 3
Activity: Quantitative national survey.
Outcome: Project Model empirically tested 
using Structural Equation Modelling with 
primary data.
Commencing



Study 1: Systematic content analysis of grey literature

Study 3: Quantitative national survey

Study 2: Manual thematic analysis of secondary, qualitative data

Completed.
Study 1 was a systematic content analysis of Australian news articles (print and online) and published 
reports relevant to the project. A grand total of 429 unique, eligible news articles (n = 393) and reports 
(n = 36) comprised Study 1.

Study 1 found:
• Evidence of all the eight types of perceived risk, of which functional risk (30.8%), financial risk 

(27.3%) and social risk (13.1%) were the most frequently mentioned types. The prominence and the 
most observed sentiment was uniform. Reference was also made to opportunity costs.

• Competency risk emerged as a new type of perceived risk, while three types of opportunity cost 
risks were found.

Commenced.
Study 3 survey data collection is almost complete. Data were collected from two samples, being a) high 
school students; and b) parents of high school students. In both samples, an equal quantity of data was 
collected from low SES and other SES backgrounds so as to compare and determine the statistically 
significant differences. Such comparison will elevate the robustness of the findings by establishing the 
points of difference as well as the points of similarity so as to enhance WP endeavours.

Completed.
Secondary, qualitative data collected from 177 participants in the recently submitted Widening 
Regional and Remote Participation NPP funded project were analysed for Study 2. The qualitative data 
was drawn from nine case studies—14 university-based outreach project managers, 69 secondary 
school students, 33 parents/community members and 15 school staff (e.g. Principals, Deputy 
Principals, Guidance Officers)—and 46 university students from six universities who previously 
attended the schools involved in WP endeavours of the Queensland Widening Participation Consortium. 

Study 2 found:
• Validation of key constructs and relationships between constructs in the preliminary Fellowship 

project model. 
• Evidence of all types of perceived risks that were generally couched in negative sentiments, with the 

exception of social class identity risk for which neutral sentiments arose. 

Placement with the Commonwealth Department of Education and Training 
(included Fellowship project presentation)

NCSEHE Building Legacy and Capacity Workshop 3: Strengthening 
Evaluation in Indigenous Higher Education Contexts in Australia

Engagement activities

HOST & DATEACTIVITY
Canberra (UA), Feb

Brisbane (CQU), FebNational Forum — Improving the Transition and Retention of Regional 
Students from Low Socioeconomic Backgrounds: A 5Ps Approach  
(NPP Project)

Sydney (NCSEHE), Apr

Sunshine Coast 
(HERDSA/USC), Apr

Canberra (DET), May

Continued on next page

Professor Dawn Bennett — Developing EmployABILITY Thinking  
HERDSA workshop

2018 Universities Australia Conference



Brisbane (CQU), May

Brisbane (AES and 
AMSRS), Nov

National Forum — Addressing the Gap Between Policy and  
Implementation: Strategies for Improving Education Outcomes of 
Indigenous Students (OLT Project)

2018 Australasian Evaluation Society and Australian Market and  
Social Research Society Symposium (Fellowship project presentation — 
invited keynote)

Melbourne (NCSEHE), 
Jun

Brisbane (UQ), Jun

Brisbane (Qld DET), 
Aug

Rockhampton (CQU), 
Jul

Sunshine Coast (USC), 
Aug

Sunshine Coast (USC), 
Aug

Perth (SPERA), Nov

Adelaide (ANZMAC), 
Dec

Sunshine Coast 
(QUES/USC), Sept

Melbourne (FR), Aug

Gold Coast (SCU), Oct

Brisbane (NCSEHE), Oct

Perth (NCSEHE), Nov

NCSEHE Building Legacy and Capacity Workshop 4: Towards 2030 — A 
Long-term Strategic Vision for Student Equity

Higher Education Academy (UK) Invitation Only Fellowship Forum: Leading 
the Way in Teaching and Learning

4th Queensland Widening Participation Practitioner Seminar (included 
Fellowship project presentation)

CQU Research Training Conference (invited guest speaker, giving a special 
address to Indigenous HDR students)

First Year Experience Symposium

By invitation of the USC DVC(A), dinner with Dr Karl Kruszelnicki as part of 
National Science Week

Society for the Provision of Education in Rural Australia (HEPPP  
project presentation)

Australian and New Zealand Marketing Association Conference (Fellowship 
and HEPPP project presentations)

Queensland University Educators Showcase 2018

The Financial Review Higher Education Summit 2018

Regional Universities Conference 2018

NCSEHE Roundtable: Student Equity 2030 Discussion Paper

World Access to Higher Education Day
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Reach out

I welcome feedback from the NCSEHE community or suggestions as to programs, reports or literature 
that may be of interest. Also, if you would like to know more about the project, feel free to contact me 
on mraciti@usc.edu.au.

HOST & DATEACTIVITY


