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Student demographics alone therefore do not explain the 
poorer outcomes found in franchised provision. While older 
students and students from the most deprived areas do 
typically have poorer outcomes compared to younger students 
and those from less deprived areas, none of the outcomes 
for these groups are below the OfS threshold at the sector 
aggregate level12 (Chart 14). 

The fact that these groups meet regulatory thresholds at 
sector level indicates that effective support and provision 
models already exist. Where franchised outcomes fall below 
threshold, this may therefore be more related to erosion, 
dilution or insufficient scaling of the academic and pastoral 
structures to mitigate these risks. Sufficiently resourcing 
the spectrum of learners requiring support is critical in 
underpinning these needs. The difference in outcomes suggest 
that, whether by choice or necessity, this is not occurring at 
scale in franchised provision.  
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Partnership dynamics: size and speed matter most

12	 Looking specifically here at outcomes for UK domiciled students in full-time, first degree provision including both franchised students and those 
taught directly.
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Chart 14:  
Outcomes for older students and 
students from more deprived areas are 
poorer than their peers, but above OfS 
threshold levels  
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Not all data tell the same story. The National Student Survey 
(NSS) data that are publicly available provide limited scope for 
comparing the experiences of franchised students and those 
taught directly. However, what is available shows that, across 
almost all themes, franchised students are significantly more 
positive than students that are taught directly (Chart 15)13. The 
exception is the learning resources theme, where positivity 
across the two groups is comparable. 

Further insight into the reasons for this may reside in 
question-level data or open comment answers, which are not 
publicly available. It is reasonable to speculate that there may 
be some relation to the student demographics that typically 
study under franchised arrangements – at the sector level 
we tend to see greater positivity among older students and 
students from more deprived areas. 

However, greater positivity among franchised students could 
also reflect the flexible delivery models, smaller cohorts and 
consequent strong relational support, access and engagement. 
For those unfamiliar with higher education or who were unable 
to access provision at lead providers, there may also be an 
element of emotional investment. 

When positivity co-exists with weaker outcomes, it can indicate 
a misalignment between experience and academic traction. 
Effective enhancement must strengthen assessment literacy, 
academic challenge and early progression support. Contrasting 
NSS and outcomes data should serve more as a diagnostic 
prompt than irrefutable evidence of quality success.
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Chart 15:  
Franchised students 
are significantly 
more positive than 
students taught 
directly across 
almost all themes 
within the NSS

Despite poorer outcomes, franchised 
students are more satisfied

13 It is possible to examine differences at the theme level using outcomes aggregated over the past three years from the OfS’s Teaching 
Excellence Framework (TEF) data. These data are available at undergraduate level only and are not disaggregated by qualification type
(for example, first degree).
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We have presented evidence that franchised delivery is variable 
in aim, scope and quality. Risk identification and ensuing 
intervention should focus on scale of provision, speed of 
growth and quality assurance capacity. 

Franchising is not inherently low quality. Many small 
and specialist partnerships deliver positive outcomes, 
demonstrating the potential for this model where provision 
is deliberately designed around specific learner needs and 
supported by strong academic oversight. The data instead 
point to rapid, under-resourced growth as the leading cause of 
poor outcomes.

This distinction matters for policy and regulation. Treating 
franchising as a uniformly high-risk activity risks penalising 
effective, mission-aligned partnerships while obscuring the 
small but influential subset of arrangements driving sector-
level concerns. The concentration of provision among a minority 
of awarding providers, the emergence of very large delivery 
partners, and evidence of outcomes declining below regulatory 
thresholds all indicate that risk is unevenly distributed and 
highly correlated with growth patterns.

Our findings also challenge assumptions about student 
characteristics as the primary explanation for poorer outcomes. 
It suggests that the issue lies not in who franchised provision 
serves, but in whether governance, admissions practices, 
academic support and enhancement processes have scaled 
sufficiently to meet the needs of those learners as numbers 
increase.

For providers, the data underscore the fact that growth through 
franchising is a quality risk that must be actively managed, 
not simply a commercial or access opportunity. Effective 
franchising at scale requires deliberate investment in academic 
governance, data maturity, student support and the ability to 
exercise challenge within partnerships – particularly where 
financial dependence or student volume shifts power dynamics 
away from the awarding body. For providers looking to explore 
this further and enhance their provision, the UK Quality Code 
Principle 8 Advice and Guidance should be helpful. 

For the wider sector, this evidence supports a more nuanced 
debate: one that focuses less on whether franchising should 
exist, and more on the conditions under which it can expand 
without undermining standards or student outcomes. The 
policy challenge is therefore not to constrain franchising per 
se, but to ensure that growth is intentional, paced, and fully 
resourced, so that expansion strengthens rather than erodes 
quality. 

To achieve this, any successful intervention must meet  
three tests:

1.	 Does it address the incentive of rapid growth by tackling the 
underlying cause (under resourcing in higher education)?

2.	Is it sufficiently targeted at areas or characteristics where risk 
has been identified?

3.	Do the consequences of non-compliance raise quality, deter 
poor practice and protect students?
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What does this mean for 
the franchising debate?

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/the-quality-code/2024/advice-and-guidance-2024/quality-code-advice-and-guidance-principle-8
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The quantitative data used for the analysis in this report come 
from a variety of OfS data sources: 

Student characteristics data source provides sector level data 
on population and outcomes. 

Provider level size and shape data source gives the number of 
students and how they are studying (directly, franchised to 
another provider or franchised in from another provider) for OfS 
registered providers. The subcontractual partnership size and 
shape data source breaks this down by individual partnerships.  

Outcomes data at partnership level come from the 
subcontractual partnership student outcomes data source.

Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) data give sector and 
provider level NSS results at the theme level (aggregated over 
three years) which are split between students taught directly 
and franchised students.

Note that OfS dashboards refer to ‘subcontracted students’ 
and ‘not subcontracted’ students. Throughout this report we 
have used the terms ‘franchised students’ for subcontracted 
students and ‘taught direct’ students for not subcontracted 
students.

Analysis of outcomes classifies each outcome for each 
partnership arrangement as either below, in line with or 
above the relevant OfS threshold level. Where the outcome 
is determined to be above threshold, at least 90% of the 
statistical distribution is above threshold and similarly for below 
threshold. In most cases we have used aggregated results over 
the most recently available four years.

Results for many partnerships are suppressed because of the 
size of the partnership. We have chosen to look at outcomes 
where the denominator of the calculation is 50 or above – this 
avoids most of the suppressed data. Note therefore that 
we cannot make conclusions about the outcomes of small 
partnerships.

Contains public sector information licensed under the Open 
Government Licence v3.0.
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