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Using service design to understand digital preferences for 

improving applications for tertiary education in under-

represented markets



Develop an integrated, effective social marketing strategy that increase the 
number of domestic students from low SES backgrounds who participate in 

higher education in Australia. 

The Brief

The strategy must…..
• Take a national approach to 

building aspiration to attend 
university

• Form a basis for institutional 
outreach activities into the 
future 

• Budget- will not exceed $2.5 
million



Groups of Interest

Cohorts
• Rural, Regional, Remote and Outer Suburbs
• People with a Disability
• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
• Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 

Background

Influencers
• Parents
• Family
• Community 

Stakeholders
• Tertiary Institutions
• Industry Practitioners 



Psychological segmentation

Prior WP research

• Typically focuses upon 
grouping individuals 
on the basis of their 
demographic 
characteristics. 

New levels of insight

• Gained by grouping 
individuals by 
multiple shared 
characteristics, 

• It is in the interplay 
between these 
characteristics of a 
target group, that a 
different and deeper 
understanding can be 
garnered. 

Persona

• Is a research-based 
profile which 
represents variations 
within a target group 
with distinct 
motivations and 
behaviours (Marshall 
et al, 2015; Neilsen, 
2011; Sankupellay et 
al, 2015). 

• Transcend 
demographic 
characteristics, 
describing and 
categorising common 
attitudes, experiences 
and perspectives. 

RQ1. What are 
the personas 

in under-
represented 

market 
segments for 

tertiary 
education 

participation?



Digital preferences 

RQ2.  What are 
the digital 

preferences of 
personas for 

engaging with 
tertiary 

education 
participation?

Past digital research

• UK (Helsper, 2008), US (Choi & 
DiNitto, 2013) and Australia 
(Newman et al, 2010) suggests 
that those with deep social 
disadvantages are also likely to 
be disengaged from the 
Internet.  

• Choi and DiNitto (2013) also 
discovered “the unexpectedly 
engaged” who used technology 
despite their social 
disadvantage. 

• This demonstrates that certain 
individuals within socially 
disadvantaged groups can 
overcome barriers to digital 
engagement.   

Current uptake

• These assumptions about 
reduced levels of digital literacy 
amongst low income and 
disadvantaged cohorts are 
contradicted by the uptake and 
current use of digital 
technologies such as 
smartphone ownership and 
devices. 

• In Australia nine out of 10 
people own a smartphone 
(Lancaster 2016) and research 
on low-income earners found 
internet access, device and 
smartphone ownership to be 
high (Russell-Bennett, Mulcahy, 
Foth, Little, & Swinton 2014).  

Access to digital for LSES

• level of access to online learning 
among regional, remote and 
outer-urban students and is a 
viable solution for students with 
a disability, those not wanting or 
able to relocate, mature-aged 
students and Indigenous 
peoples, due to its holistic 
approach (Watson, 2013). 

• The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (2016) reports that in 
2014-2015, 97% of households 
with children aged under 15 
years had internet access, and 
82% of households without 
children under 15 years of age. 
79% of households in remote 
and very remote parts of 
Australia also had internet 
access

• A digital approach to providing 
information to low SES and 
disadvantaged communities is 
suitable, advantageous and 
viable.  



Method

Qualitative (n=211)

Across Cohorts 

Quantitative (n=228) 

Within cohorts 
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Validation (n=51)  

Interviews (n=39)

Workshops (n=121)

Want to have a better life

Key findings were identified across all cohorts 

Primary caregivers #1 influential agents of change

Think they are not smart enough

Beliefs about financial cost of tertiary education 

Seek



Service Design Process
Desk research
Proxy survey
Interviews

Participatory workshops
Validation interviews

expert feedback



Data Collection

Learners: Junior High School students
This cohort is comprised of LSES children in years prep to 7 to 8 enrolled in a
middle school. Very few schools in Australia use the middle school system.

Learners: Senior High School students
This cohort comprises of LSES children in years prep to 9 to 12 enrolled in a
senior high school. Not all schools in Australia use the middle school system.

Learners: Recent school leavers
LSES children or adults who have left primary or secondary schooling in the
last
five years, with or without graduating and have not enrolled in tertiary
education.

Influencers – School staff / Teachers
This cohort comprises of primary, high school, relief teachers career
councillors, Chaplains and other staff who interact directly and indirectly
with
LSES students and parents.

Influencers – Parents / communities
This cohort comprises of parents, other community members
who interact directly and indirectly with LSES students and parents.

Seek



Target Markets Seek



The Personas

Past and Present Learners

Parents and Care Givers 

School Staff

Seek



Underpinning Theories

Social Support Theory
(Cutrona and Russell, 1990)

Stages of Change
(Prochaska and DiClemente, 1982)

Seek



Online Tools Shape



Online and app

Portal
The homepage of the portal will 
have entry pathways for each of 
the four target markets and the 
two key stakeholder groups. 
These allow for a tailored,
personalised experience and the 
facilitation of content upload. A 
complementary app version will 
provide mobile access to key 
components of the portal.

Formulate



Persona Profile 

High School 
Student 

Formulate



Personalised Portal Formulate



Persona Profile 

Recent 
School 
Leaver
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Personalised Portal Formulate



Persona Profile 

Parent or
Caregiver  

Formulate



Personalised Portal Formulate



Persona Profile 

School 
Staff

Formulate



Personalised Portal Formulate



Discussion


