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Tales from the matrix: student satisfaction as a form of governmentality 
 

Stephen Day and Anne Pirrie 
 

School of Education, University of the West of Scotland, UK 

 

 

The title of this chapter is derived from the sci-fi film The Matrix (1999). The story goes roughly 

like this. Morpheus and Trinity head up a group of cyber-rebels who have discovered that the 

world as their fellow mortals know it doesn’t exist. They hire Neo, a young computer nerd who 

seems to have great potential. So much so that Morpheus and Trinity see him as a potential 

saviour. They persuade him to lead a rebellion against the powers of oppression, to break out of 

the prison of humdrum existence. The Matrix is a virtual reality designed to enslave humanity. 

All it takes to be free of it is to swallow a little red pill. But the red pill doesn’t come with a Patient 

Information Leaflet. We have attempted to supply one below. 

  

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores how three related Foucauldian concepts – governmentality, subjectification, 

and technologies of self – might support an analysis of how measures of student satisfaction alter the 

nature of the relationship between academics and students and working practices in the university. 

By focusing on how these measures mould and shape academic practices, we aim to render visible 

the pervasive and coercive nature of such measures within contemporary higher education (HE), with 

particular reference to the UK context. In so doing, we shall problematize the seemingly mundane 

and quotidian policy narratives that govern contemporary academic practices. 

By way of context, we acknowledge that higher education systems across Europe are in the 

throes of governance reforms that encourage senior managers to adopt and apply a ‘new public 

management’ approach to leadership. As a result ‘governing by number’ (Ozga 2009) has become 

common place. Although it is interesting to understand how management systems have changed, both 

in individual institutions, and in the management of the HE system as a whole, such a discussion is 

beyond the scope of this chapter. For those interested in such a critique, we might suggest reading 

Radice (2013) and Collini (2017) for detailed analysis of the impact of the neoliberal agenda on 

education, particularly in respect of the wholesale marketization of the sector in the UK. 

For our current purposes, it will suffice to note that over the past two decades neoliberal 

reforms within HE have resulted in a shift in the meaning, purpose and mission of the public 

university, particularly in the UK. This shift has transformed the university from an institution 

primarily concerned with the promotion of higher learning, the disinterested pursuit of knowledge 

and research for the public good and nation building, into one that has been remodelled to resemble 

a transnational business corporation operating in a competitive global knowledge economy (Shore 

and Davidson 2014). In an increasingly competitive environment, these developments often manifest 

themselves in the drive towards becoming an increasingly ‘international’ university, as university 

managers strive to attract ever-growing numbers of international students to their institutions. In the 

UK over the last decade, universities have increasingly engaged in a game of one-upmanship 

regarding their respective standings in league tables such as the Complete University Guide, the 
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Guardian University Rankings or those compiled by the Times/Sunday Times. This highly 

competitive, marketized HE environment forms the backdrop to our inquiry. 

This chapter comprises four sections. These are a testament to the role of theory, coupled with 

dialogic and collegial relations, as a means of generating powerful counter-narratives and exercising 

resistance to particular trends within HE. The inexorable rise of the ‘student satisfaction agenda’ is a 

case in point. The first section critically discusses how the application of social theory supports the 

notion that academics need to ‘think differently’ about contemporary HE in order better to understand 

the working environment within which they find themselves. By so doing, we seek to undermine 

what is regarded as self-evident and to open up spaces for acting and thinking differently about our 

relationships to ourselves and to others. We also explore the impact of the prevailing climate on 

constructions of personal and professional identity in the academy. The second section outlines our 

understanding of the Foucauldian conceptual tools that frame our analysis of how student satisfaction 

shapes academic practice. The third section describes the contemporary higher education 

environment by characterising the ‘matrix’, which is how we conceptualise the simulated reality that 

has inflected the socio-political culture of HE.  The reference to the Matrix (1999) at the beginning 

of this chapter suggests that we are enslaved by a totalising virtual reality that demands absolute 

compliance. In short, this is a social system that is premised on the exercise of total control and 

manipulation. In an HE system in which ‘vestiges of academic self-government have largely been 

removed and replaced by the top-down control of a “senior management team” implementing the 

latest government directions’ (Collini 2017: 1) the analogy with an iconic sci-fi movie will not stretch 

the imagination of most readers. In the context of HE, the expression to measure up has lost its 

metaphorical value in the face of sustained attempts to render a complex system manageable, 

accountable and thereby controllable by the manipulation of data and the enshrinement of metrics as 

the key driver of change. The fourth section explores how our understanding of the Foucauldian 

concepts of governmentality, subjectification and technologies of the self provides a lens through 

which to critique both the higher educational environment and the manner in which it constructs 

professional identity.  

 

Critical reflections on social theory  

Since social theories are broadly understood to be analytical frameworks (or paradigms) used to 

examine social phenomena (Harrington 2005), we chose to focus our analysis on an existing area of 

mutual research interest, namely student satisfaction (see Pirrie and Day 2019; Pirrie 2018). This 

chapter marks our attempt to reconceptualise our thinking in this area through the prism of social 

theory (in this case, a Foucauldian perspective).  

Why Foucault? As Ball (2019) suggests, Foucault’s curiosity towards the art of governing and 

by extension being governed, provides a suitable canvas upon which to develop our thinking 

regarding the use of student satisfaction as a proxy measure of academic quality. We would like to 

trouble the notion that the logic of competition that underpins the widespread use of metrics is benign. 

In order to do this, we have problematized student satisfaction as an agenda that has been galvanised 

by the pivotal role that it plays in the compilation of institutional rankings, which only serve to 

reinforce the logic of competition that pervades contemporary HE.  
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Prior to a discussion of the application of governmentality, subjectification and technologies 

of the self as an analytical lens, we outline our understanding of these concepts. We then proceed to 

matters of methodology by describing how we operationalised our analysis through a directed content 

analysis. The aim of this approach was to describe the characteristics of documentary artefacts 

relating to student satisfaction using an inductive/deductive approach to our use of the three 

Foucauldian concepts. 

 

Governmentality 

We subscribe to the view that governmentality can be applied as an analytical tool for the study of 

networked governance beyond the state. It aims critically to explore government as a form of power 

by understanding the micro-practices used to govern, and the mentality that underpins those practices 

(Merlingen 2011). Foucault’s notion of ‘governmentality’ is semantically linked to the following 

terms: government (or governing); and rationality or modes of thought (mentalité). Foucault coined 

the concept of governmentality as a guideline for analysis during his 1978 and 1979 lectures at the 

Collège de France, focusing on the ‘genealogy of the modern state’ (Foucault 1982a). However, 

Foucault’s notion of government harks back to an older meaning of the term and adumbrates the close 

link between forms of power and processes of subjectification (Lemke 2002). Here government is 

seen not only in political terms, but also in philosophical, religious, medical and pedagogical terms. 

As well as management (or administration) by the state, ‘government’ signifies issues of self-control 

or discipline. It was for this reason that Foucault defined government as ‘the conduct of conduct’, as 

the term encompasses both governing the self and governing others. Thus, governmentality offers a 

view on power beyond political or (micro-political) consensus by linking it to technologies of the self 

through mechanisms of subjectification, i.e. the processes that constitute the subject. In short, 

governmentality encapsulates the relations between power and the subject. Governmentality 

represents what Foucault called an unstable ‘contact point’ between techniques of domination (or 

subjection), and the actual practices of subjectification by which neoliberal subjects govern 

themselves (Lemke 2002). Therefore, we suggest that governmentality is a valuable tool for the study 

of the processes of governance in the contemporary university. In the case under consideration below, 

it provides the theoretical lens through which to explore  the various ‘performative technologies’ that 

have disfigured HE in recent decades (Englund and Gerdin 2019). 

That said, we acknowledge that governmentality is conceptually more complex than our brief 

characterisation suggests. There are various ways in which the concept of governmentality can be 

applied, depending on one’s positionality regarding HE practice. The literature on governmentality 

exposes the complex array of different forms or regimes, for example, disciplinary, liberal, neoliberal 

and affective governmentality (Thiel 2019; Kantola, Seeck and Mannevuo 2019). Despite this 

complexity, Merlingen (2011) argues that governmentality is a thin theory with a light conceptual 

apparatus that does not offer causal models that can be used to formulate testable hypotheses. Rather, 

it enables us to study the processes of co-option and administration in terms of the ‘heterogeneous 

intellectual and technical conditions […] that link aspirations of rulers with the conduct of the ruled’ 

(Miller and Rose 1995: 594). 

Through the use of governmentality as an analytical tool, we will focus our analysis on how 

certain identities and action-orientations (i.e. the disposition of the subject to act in certain ways given 

a level of autonomy and feelings of personal agency) are defined as appropriate and normal, and how 

relations of power are implicated in those processes. In so doing, we seek to analyse the relation 
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between individuals and the ‘micro-political’ order from the perspective of the different processes, 

whereby the former are objectified as certain kinds of subject through the ways in which their conduct 

is governed. 

 

Subjectification as a form of domination 

Subjectification is conceptually linked to governmentality by the way in which the rationality of the 

disciplinary discourse positions the individual relative to their professional identity, ethics, and code 

of conduct within institutional governance structures. Foucault (1982b: 331) suggests that  

 

…the subject is constituted through practices of subjection, or …through practices of 

liberation, of freedom...starting of course from a certain number of rules, styles and 

conventions that are found in the culture.  
 

Subjectification takes many forms, but these coalesce on rational grounds both directly, through 

formal management and accountability systems (regimes of performance), and indirectly through 

techniques for leading and controlling individuals such as gentle persuasion or words to the wise from 

those in positions of influence. The strategy of rendering individual subjects (academics) 

‘responsible’ entails the shifting of responsibility from the institution to the individual by 

transforming it into a problem of self-care (Lemke 2002). A key feature of neoliberal rationality is 

that ‘it aspires to construct responsible subjects whose moral quality is based on the fact that they 

rationally assess the costs and benefits of a certain act as opposed to alternative acts’ (Lemke 2002: 

59). This line of thinking extends to the choice of action taken by individuals, in so far as such choices 

are expressions of free will on the basis of self-determined decisions. In this case, the consequences 

of the action are borne by the subject alone, as they have sole responsibility for their actions. The 

dominant discourse renders the individual (subject) through processes of subjectification within the 

confines of ‘reasonable expectation’ in terms of their conduct and active decision-making. These 

must align with and at times mirror the institutional rationality and corporate (self-) image.   

 

Technologies of the self 

Technologies of the self relate to subjectification through modes of subjectivity, which in turn are 

associated with the practice of governing and its underlying rationality. This shift in responsibility 

for action from the institution to the individual is achieved by playing on and appealing to notions of 

professional identity, ethics and codes of conduct. For Foucault (1997a), the concept of technologies 

of the self was seen as ‘games of truth’, not as a coercive practice but as an ascetic practice of self-

formation. ‘Ascetic’ here means an ‘exercise of self upon the self by which one attempts to develop 

and transform oneself, and to attain a certain mode of being’ (Foucault 1997a: 282). 

This suggests that the borders between the individual (personal) and the institution (corporate) 

are redrawn within the neoliberal model of rationality. Barbara Cruikshank’s work on the self-esteem 

movement in the US  provides some insight into how such processes of subjectification subtly alter 

individuals’ practices through an appeal to professional (self) esteem. According to Cruikshank 

(1999), self-esteem has more to do with self-assessment than with self-respect, as the self is 

continuously measured, judged, and disciplined in order to gear personal ‘empowerment’ towards 

collective yardsticks (a process of normalising judgement). Through this process, the individual 

governs her own behaviours and practices in order to align them with institutional expectations. The 

result is a precarious harmony between the institutional goals and the subject’s personal ‘state of 
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esteem’ (Cruikshank, 1999). One is only as good as one’s most recent performance development 

review would appear to suggest.  

Foucault’s notion of technologies of the self suggests that the regimes of governmentality are 

not restricted to rationalities but also pertain to the subject’s affective life. This affective element is 

clear in confessions, a topic that Foucault was interested in early on in his thinking (Foucault 1988). 

In confessions, the self-mortifying emotions of guilt, shame and remorse play a key role in 

constituting a new self (Foucault, 1988). Reflecting upon the notion of technologies of the self permits 

individuals  

 

…to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of operations on 

their own bodies and souls, thought, conduct, and way of being. The aim is to help the 

individual transform themselves, and this takes place not only rationally, but also in a more 

fundamental way to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or 

immortality (Foucault, 1988: 18). 

 

Methodology 

Reflecting upon the possible methodological approaches that we might take for this research, we 

discussed how we might apply the Foucauldian concepts as analytical tools for the documentary 

analysis that formed the basis of the research approach. The documentation reviewed comprised 

university league tables and their associated methodologies, university websites and those of Schools 

of Education and publicly available documents relating to regulations and ‘student experience’. This 

led to discussions around the ontological and epistemological assumptions that underpinned possible 

methodologies. Since the research follows an interpretivist ontology and is epistemologically 

underpinned by post-structuralism aligned with a Foucauldian perspective, the method of analysis 

adopted within this research was conducted in two discrete phases, each comprising several different 

stages of analysis.  

The first phase comprised a directed content analysis (DCA) of key documentary artefacts 

relating to the assessment of student satisfaction within the UK. The purpose of a directed content 

analysis is to describe the characteristics of the content of documents by examining who says what, 

to whom, and with what effect (Bloor and Wood 2006). This entails using a descriptive approach to 

the coding of data, and its interpretation through an inductive/deductive approach to the analysis. This 

methodology was applied in several stages. During the first stage, the DCA was to characterise the 

‘matrix’. This was performed by first identifying the main matrices used by external actors 

(government agencies, the media, and third sector organisations) in order to assess student satisfaction 

within the UK.  Documentary artefacts (e.g. explanatory notes, opinion pieces, assessment and 

feedback policies, regulatory frameworks and research articles) relating to each matric were also 

accessed. The second stage was to upload and read the documents using NVIVO 12. The third stage 

of analysis was the development of a range of codes, in the form of ‘nodes’, for example, SubNJ  

(subjectification normalising judgement) to be used to mark relevant concepts (governmentality, 

subjectification and technologies of the self) and topics within the documents reviewed. The fourth 

stage was to make memos in order to record observations about emerging themes or thoughts about 

issues that drew our attention, questions these raised in our minds, or issues pertaining to the data that 

required further investigation. For example, under the node of SubNJ the associated memo was as 

follows: most universities in the sample have processes that relates to normalising judgment such as 
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module reviews and programme reviews. These processes are often to scrutiny from management 

and subject to apparently arbitrary measures of satisfaction. The fifth stage involved drawing 

together the nodes and memos in order to synthesise a critical perspective on the object of analysis, 

i.e. student satisfaction. 

The second phase of analysis, drawing on the first, was a critical reflection on the extent to 

which market forces act upon universities; how they position academics working in HE (focusing 

specifically on those working in initial teacher education within one institution); and how they subtly 

and coercively subject them and alter their practices in the interests of improving ‘student 

satisfaction’. 

From the Foucauldian perspective inherent in the methodology, it was relatively simple to 

access the documentary artefacts required to characterise the ‘matrix’. Subjecting documentary 

artefacts to careful scrutiny (with no help from a cyber-nerd like Neo) enabled us to assess the 

governmentality of the university sector without engaging in the virtual tussles embraced with such 

alacrity by our avatars Morpheus and Trinity. Ours was a much simpler (and cost-effective) mode of 

working: setting forth together on a path of inquiry and bringing to bear on the object of inquiry the 

resources from our different disciplinary backgrounds (the natural sciences and the humanities 

respectively). Most documents were publicly available, especially those used by universities to 

govern academic practices that relate the ‘student experience’ within each institution. Adherence to 

the principle of ‘transparency’ is another key feature of the discourse of contemporary HE. What we 

could not access using this methodology was the subtle technologies of the self through which 

individual academics govern themselves. This would have necessitated a different type of empirical 

research design. We acknowledge the limitations of our chosen methodology in respect of our 

capacity to scrutinise one of the three concepts. One way to bridge this gap between our 

methodological reach and our application of Foucauldian theory was for us to reflect (individually 

and dialogically) critically upon our own working practices when dealing with issues of ‘student 

satisfaction’, in the light of our combined experience within HE practice (Pirrie 2018; Pirrie and Day, 

2019; Pirrie and Fang, 2020). This limitation of our methodology has, however, opened up a rich 

seam of thought that can be further explored in future research. We intend to develop our work in the 

area of technologies of the self by conducting empirical research into the lived experience and 

working practices of academics. In the sections that follow, we outline our analysis, interpretations 

and reflections on our current study. 

 

Characterising the ‘Matrix’ 

In order to develop a richer understanding of the many matrices that universities use to position 

themselves relative to one another, we begin by characterising the ‘matrix’ relating to student 

satisfaction. The matrix comprises five matrices or ‘league tables’ used by many UK Universities: 

The Complete University Guide; The Guardian University Rankings; The Times/Sunday Times 

League Tables; Times Higher Education: World University Rankings; and Teaching Excellence 

Framework (TEF).  

All of the above use metrics that form a holistic input/output model, with an emphasis on the 

output side of the model. Each metric use measures of student satisfaction. It is interesting to note 

that the Guardian University Rankings and TEF1 rely more heavily than the others on measures of 

                                                       
1 As the focus in this study is on Scotland, it should be noted that most Scottish Universities do not participate in TEF. 
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‘student satisfaction’. These league tables characterise the contemporary HE landscape. They also set 

up the environmental conditions that have favoured the emergence and evolution of neoliberal forms 

of governmentality. 

 

 

Table 1: The ‘matrix’ of measures used by universities to position themselves within the UK HE 

arena  

 

Matric Data Source 

The 

Complete  

University 

Guide 

The Guardian 

University 

Rankings 

Times/Sunday 

Times League 

Tables 

Teaching Excellence 

Framework (TEF) 

Overall Student 

Satisfaction 
NSS2 • • • • 

Course Satisfaction NSS  •  • 

Teaching Quality NSS  •  • 

Feedback NSS  •  • 

Entry Standards/Average 

Entry Tariff 
HESA3 • • •  

Graduate  

Prospects/Employability 
HESA • • • • 

Staff/Student ratio HESA • • •  

Degree Completion HESA • • • • 

Good Honours HESA •  • • 

Academic Services 

Spend 
HESA • • •  

Facilities Spend HESA •  •  

Value-added score HESA  •   

Continuation rate HESA  •  • 

Teaching Excellence SHEFC4   • • 

Heads Assessment 
Sunday Times 

Heads Survey 
  •  

Research Quality REF5 •  •  

Research Intensity REF/HESA •    

Note: Bullet point represents matric data present and open circles represent metric data absent. 

 

Governmentality 

When searching the main university webpages of the nineteen Scottish HE Institutions, we found that 

eleven make no reference to their relative league table position in relation to the ‘matrix’ or to student 

satisfaction. However, five institutions draw attention to their standing in terms of research excellence 

and research quality indicators. 

Close inspection of the webpages of university Schools of Education revealed that only four 

of the ten ITE provider institutions in Scotland refer to their league table position. This may suggest 

                                                       
 
2 National Student Survey 
3 Higher Education Statistics Agency 
4 Scottish Higher Education Funding Council 
5 Research Excellence Framework 
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that Scottish ITE providers do not explicitly focus on league table positions to market themselves via 

their respective websites. However, this interpretation fails to take account of the potential pressure 

placed on academics within each institution to meet institutional key performance indicators relating 

to improving student satisfaction, as this pressure is not visible within the public domain. These 

findings lead us to reflect on where we might find indicators of institutional governmentality that are 

visible in public discourse as opposed to the internal discourse of the institution. This led us to explore 

each of the Scottish Universities websites for academic quality/regulatory frameworks and 

assessment and feedback policy handbooks in order to assess the extent to which their governance 

structures emphasise practices that maximise student satisfaction. 

 

Subjectification 

Our analysis of publicly available academic quality documentation, regulatory frameworks and 

assessment and feedback policies indicates that all nineteen Scottish universities have internal 

procedures for annual, periodic and external reviews of student experience. Our analysis also 

indicates that the documents relating to these procedures clearly outline the lines of accountability 

and responsibilities of academic staff. We read these as technologies of subjectification. In addition, 

the majority of the documents scrutinised make statements regarding students’ responsibilities in 

respect of engagement, assessment and the use of feedback mechanisms, thereby also positioning the 

student within the process of subjectification.  

 

The following extracts from documentation from two universities exemplify this point. 

 

Staff are expected to explain the purpose of collecting feedback, the methods that will be utilised, 

how the feedback will be analysed, how and when the findings will be considered and how actions 

taken as a result of the findings will be communicated back; encourage students to reflect on their 

learning experience; communicate responses to students and staff; communicate matters of interest 

and import arising from feedback from students onwards to School, College and the University 

(University of Glasgow 2018; 9, emphasis added) 

 

Staff involved in assessing students’ work are responsible for designing assessments that effectively 

facilitate and measure students’ achievement of intended learning outcomes; assessing students’ 

work according to published assessment criteria which are aligned to intended learning outcomes 

and the University’s Guidance on Marking Assessments in Undergraduate and Postgraduate Taught 

programmes; providing timely, informative and helpful feedback which enables students to further 

improve their learning and performance wherever possible; informing students when, where and 

how feedback will be provided; engaging in dialogue with students about assessment and feedback; 

and continuously reviewing their approaches to assessment and feedback to reflect effective 

practice. (University of Strathclyde 2019: 6, emphasis added) 

 

As we reflect upon these two examples, a few points emerge. First, there is an emphasis on 

feedback to students (a theme identified in all the documents). This is often a contentious component 

of the NSS, due in part to the fact that students tend to have rather limited conceptions of feedback 

and regard it as something that is presented in written form, mostly within the context of formal 

assessment. There is a tendency to overlook feedback that is provided orally in teaching situations or 

written feedback in the form of moderation in a virtual learning environment. Second, responsibility 

is placed on staff to explain, encourage and communicate with students in an informative and timely 
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manner.  Academics are free to exercise a degree of discretion in respect of how this is to be achieved. 

However, discretion can also be exercised in how this is interpreted.  Does it constitute academic 

freedom or is it more accurately conceived as room to manoeuvre?  Third, the tone of both examples 

is interesting, in so far as the emphasis is on expectation in the case of the first example, and the 

positioning of staff within the corporate body as responsible, as in the second example. Fourth, both 

examples stipulate referring to issues arising from assessment, and regard the use of assessment 

feedback as ‘evidence’ of the process of reflection.  In respect of the latter, staff are expected to 

evaluate their teaching, learning and assessment practice within the annual review processes. While 

all this may seem reasonable given the interactional nature of the teaching and learning process, we 

suggest that it may also point towards the governance structures used to position academics as 

subjects (mechanisms of subjectification) and to emphasise the means of self-governance as a 

technology of the self. This has led us to reflect upon the mechanisms for regular, annual, periodic 

and external reviews of teaching and learning as technologies of subjectification within the 

governmentality of student satisfaction.  

 

Technologies of subjectification: internal review/evaluations of students’ experience 

When we looked more closely at the nineteen Scottish universities regulatory frameworks and quality 

assurance handbooks we found that all Scottish HEIs utilise course/programme, module evaluation 

surveys or questionnaires or review forms designed to capture the views of staff and students on 

modules and programmes on an annual basis. In addition, all of the universities sampled had recourse 

to some form of staff/student liaison committee, which in turn reported discussions to programme 

boards or an education forum. These internal mechanisms tend to reinforce the individual and 

collective responsibility of academics for measures of student satisfaction. What is not so easy to 

grasp from the documentation is how central such activities are to the workings of particular 

universities.  

That said, it is possible to theorise that these governance practices place academics under what 

Thiel (2019) calls a ‘continuous panoptical gaze’, since these practices set up a situation where two 

process occur. The first is a form of hierarchical observation where managers access (in the name of 

transparency) the minutes of staff/student liaison meetings, module/course evaluation survey 

responses, module and programme evaluation forms and student attainment statistics that provide 

quantitative and qualitative data on the ‘health’ of a module or a programme. Thiel (2019: 544) 

suggests that hierarchical observation is an example of a pyramidal functioning of disciplinary power. 

In the case of module/course evaluation surveys, ‘[the students fulfil the panoptical gaze on behalf of 

university management’. The second process involves normalising judgements with regard to the 

quality of the teaching of particular academics. This is achieved through the ranking of student 

feedback from module/course evaluation surveys. This ranking sets up another evaluative process 

whereby university managers scrutinise the survey data for modules. In the event that reported levels 

of student satisfaction fall below a particular threshold, the staff concerned are asked to account for 

this and if necessary to develop a remedial action plan. They are then expected to implement this, and 

are subjected to further monitoring by management when the next student cohort evaluate that 

module. This form of normalising judgement can be thought of as a performative technology 

(Englund and Gerdin 2019) that emerges from the governmentality that underpins the technology of 

subjectification described above.  
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Performativity as seen through the prism of student satisfaction can be a double-edged sword, 

particularly within a highly marketized environment. This level of assessment of academic 

performance can be used to improve the student experience, but does not guarantee the production of 

graduates who are adequately prepared for the world of work – or indeed for the world. The net effect 

of a prevailing culture of performativity is that a situation arises whereby students sometimes do not 

trust the academic to guide their professional development and to enhance their critical faculties in 

order that they are better equipped to engage with issues of professional import. The professional 

judgment of academics is directed at designing learning experiences within teaching sessions that 

challenge, stretch and place intellectual or practical demands on students. The latter often use the 

framework of the staff /student liaison committee or module evaluation questionnaire to complain 

about certain aspects of teaching. Such complaints are often based on subjective judgements related 

to the teacher’s personality rather than to their perceived professionalism. This can lead to a pervasive 

practice which can be summed up as a ‘you said, we did’ mentality. This connects with the discourse 

on student satisfaction in that the ‘you’ are the students and the ‘we’ are the academics. This form of 

‘customer satisfaction’ behaviour is counterproductive, in so far as academics are in possession of 

particular knowledge and understanding of what the student is required to learn in order to meet the 

demands of a profession such as teaching. This can (and often does) run counter to what the students 

want in the moment, which is not to dismiss out of hand the perspectives of the latter. 

It is this transactional view of teaching and learning that we argue runs counter to the 

interactional nature of teaching and learning within higher education. To reduce the student to the 

status of a customer, and the learning process to that of a transaction is to demonstrate a lack of 

understanding of the purpose of higher education. What is often not considered within this discourse 

is the impact of such a culture of performativity on the professional identity of the academic. It is to 

this issue that we now turn. 

 

Professional identity construction 

Within the context our study, we subscribe to the view that professional identity construction is a 

complex and dynamic process that is mediated through socialisation and personal reflection. It 

revolves around an autonomous individual (the Self), who constantly moves between the need to 

connect and consult with colleagues, and the need to maintain a sense of individuality (Smith 1996). 

In this process, the Self is a coherent, bounded and intentional individual who is the locus of thought, 

action, and belief, and has a unique biography (Rose 1998). From a Foucauldian perspective, the 

situatedness of the Self is problematized as a form of working subjectivity. According to this view, 

the Self is a polysemic product of the experiences and practices that constitute the Self in response to 

multiple meanings that need not converge upon a stable, unified identity (Holstein and Gubrium 

2000). 

When reflecting upon the findings of the directed content analysis and the nature of the 

governmentality and subjectification of academics working in HE, we recognised that the 

professional discourses that exist within many HEIs create or support an environment where the 

academic must internalise these discourses in order to be fully integrated within the professional 

ecology of the institution. This is then reinforced through socialisation processes that influence 

academics’ self-regulation. This is achieved by ensuring that the professional gaze is simultaneously 
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turned inwards as a responsibility and outwards as a disciplinary mechanism of subjectification by 

rendering them accountable to proxy measures of quality such as student satisfaction.  

The professional ‘panoptical gaze’ becomes a form of surveillance that produces normative 

coercion that may constrain academics’ ability to develop their own working practices. It also has a 

potentially negative impact upon their professional identity by playing on their professional values 

by means of a process of self-censoring and self-disciplining. All this takes place within a culture 

where it is not only rules and routines that become internalised, but also the complex set of practices 

that provide the common-sense, self-evident experiences that contribute to the formation of personal 

identity. Professional identity thus resides in the complex interplay between strategies of normalising 

professional judgements developed and implemented by those in power and the level of compliance 

or resistance to the dominant governmental discourse on the part of those who are subjected to it. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The use of Foucauldian theory to support our stated aim ‘to think differently’ about higher education 

practice, and to make more explicit the prevailing governmentality of student satisfaction was 

enlightening in a number of ways. First, it provided a useful framework for the discussions we 

engaged in as part of the research process. Second, it provided a powerful discourse within which to 

describe routine practices that we encountered within our institution and to analyse the emerging 

themes arising from the data. Third, it created a liminal space within which we interacted with the 

artefacts gathered (as data) and each other. Fourth, it enabled us to frame our thoughts and the findings 

in a coherent way. An interesting by-product of our engagement with these Foucauldian concepts was 

the development of new lines of enquiry that this engagement with social theory has opened up to us. 

In particular, we were struck by how processes of subjectification relate to technologies of the self 

and how the prevailing governmentality permeates, and at times dictates, processes of subjectification 

and technologies of the self through self-governing practices. It is also possible to relate the 

Foucauldian notions of power, governmentality, processes of subjectification and technologies of the 

self with other areas of social theory, in particular Bourdieu’s concept of habitus – the physical 

embodiment of cultural capital, to the deeply ingrained habits, skills, and dispositions (Stahl, 2018). 

The argument pursued in this chapter is that academics face major challenges when it comes 

to upholding the purposes and values of higher education within contemporary society.  This entails 

challenging the notion that higher education is a commodity that can be reduced to a series of 

transactions. It seems that there is a very real risk that the interactional nature of learning that is the 

hallmark of ethical academic practice is being suborned by the notion that it is good for students to 

be satisfied; and by the same token that it is good for staff to comply with rather than to challenge 

this new ‘virtual reality’. We would argue that it is more important for students to be challenged and 

exposed to complex, real world professional situations that take them out of their comfort zones. This 

provides the foundation for what might more meaningfully be described as professional satisfaction 

rather than the type of instant gratification promoted under the current ‘regime of truth’. It transpires 

that the red pill is an elaborate compound medicine. We have embraced social theory by drawing 

upon the Foucauldian concepts – governmentality, subjectification, and technologies of self – in order 

to diagnose how measures of student satisfaction fundamentally alter the relationship between 

academics and students and the nature of working practices in HE. 
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It is unfortunate that the policy narrative surrounding measures such as TEF and the 

governmentality discourse found within most UK universities supports the entrenchment of 

marketization within higher education. This is particularly evident within the English HE system, 

where this discourse has been problematized and challenged (Neary, 2016; O’Leary and Wood, 

2019). This is perhaps a positive unintended consequence of political pressure being currently being 

brought to bear on universities to justify charging high tuition fees.  

Within the Scottish context, where there are no tuition fees for home students, our analysis 

suggests that the narrative is skewed towards universities being accountable for providing ‘value for 

public money’. This refraction in focus, like that seen in England, has led to a a form of 

governmentality that increasingly positions the student as customer/consumer, and where education 

is seen in transactional rather than in interactional terms. This subjects the academic to increased 

pressure to keep students satisfied. There is evidence to suggest that it has also resulted in increased 

pressure upon academics to alter their teaching and assessment practices so as to accommodate rather 

than challenge their students. We suggest that it is more important to view the notion of ‘value for 

public money’ from the perspective of the quality of public service demonstrated by those who 

graduate through the national higher education system. For it is ultimately these graduates who will 

find employment within the public sector, for example teachers in schools with the potential to 

influence future generations of learners. 
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