
Challenges for UK 

Universities 

Professor Stuart Corbridge 

Vice-Chancellor, Durham University 

and UCEA Board member 

 

May 2017 



Frameworks 

• UK HE continues to be a major success story 

 

• Nevertheless, there is huge change within the system: 

structural, funding, regulatory 

 

• There is also significant change outside UK HE: global 

competition and now Brexit uncertainties 



The success story 

International League Tables: THE has 12 UK universities in 
its Top 100; QS has 17; 

 

Productivity: 4% of the world’s researchers, yet 16% of the 
most cited papers; 

 

More than 140 Universities educating over 2 million 
students. 

 

Economy:  £32 billion/year and over £10bn exports.  

 

 



Re-shaping UK HE 

Reasonably consistent project since 2010: 

 

(a) Greater competition; broader ecology; exit and entry; 

 

(b)  Education as a (mainly) private good, with students as 

consumers requiring high quality information and price 

signals; 

 

(c)  Government as regulator more than funder. 



Higher Education and Research Bill, 2016 

• The Higher Education White Paper states: 

 

“Competition between providers in any  market 

incentivises them to raise their game, offering consumers a 

greater choice of more innovative and better quality 

products and services at lower cost. Higher education is no 

exception”. 

 



Funding UK HE 

• c. 1980: mainly taxpayer funded; relatively few International 

students; both fee levels and student numbers tightly controlled. 

 

• c. 1990s and 2000s: significant growth in Unregulated (International) 

fee income; £3000 fee for Home students in 2006-7 (outside 

Scotland); strong student number controls. 

 

• Since 2010: shift to £9000 fee and reduced government spend; most 

student number controls have been lifted.  

 

• More money in the system; greater uncertainty; greater divergence 

of income across the sector (within England and across the UK) 

 

• Fee income from international (non-EU) students continues to rise: 

close to 15% of total income 



Shifting finances 



Winners and losers 

• Sweet spot: (a) large class sizes; (b) subject mix is not tilted to 

laboratory sciences; (c) bias towards teaching, not research; (d) 

doing well on Access and WP; (e) strong international student base 

     If well run and progressive: large surpluses; major investments in   

     capital programmes from cash.   

 

 

• Not such a sweet spot: (a) small group teaching; (b) Big Science 

and medical school; (c) research intensive; (d) poor on WP and (e) 

weakly internationalised 

     Can be issues: funding capital investment; scale of cross-subsidies 

 



Capital funding 

Percentage of capital expenditure 

funded from internal HEI reserves, 

UK, 2009-10 to 2015-16 
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Policy Description Cost implications 
Effective 

date 

The Apprenticeship 

Levy 

A levy on employers with more than 250 

employees and payrolls of £3 million or 

more to fund three million 

apprenticeships. 

A 0.5% increase in all HEI paybills. Costing the sector an 

estimated £65 million per year. A limited amount may be 

reclaimed by those HEIs able to significantly increase their 
employment of apprentices. 

April 2017 

Immigration Skills Charge 
An annual charge payable for each non-

EU migrant employed on a 
Tier 2 Visa. 

£364 per employee per annum paid up front i.e. £1,820 

for a 5-year visa. PhD-level occupations and Tier 4 
switchers are exempt. 

April 2017 

National Insurance and 

the Single Tier State 

Pension 

As a result of introduction of the single 

tier State Pension, the National 

Insurance contracting out discount for 

defined benefit pension schemes will 

end. 

Employers lost their rebate on NI costs for opted out 

schemes. This was equivalent to an increase of between 2 

and 2.5% on salaries depending on staff profile. The 1.4 

percentage point rebate for employees also ended. 

April 2016 

Employer pension 

contributions 

Following scheme reforms, the employer 

contribution rates for the USS and SAUL 

are increasing. Employer and employee 

pension contributions  have already gone 

up for public sector schemes (LGPS/S, 

NHSPS and TPS/STSS). 

USS: A 2 percentage point increase in the employer 

contribution rate to 18%. Member contributions increase to 

8% alongside scheme changes. 

  

SAUL: Employer contributions to increase by 3 percentage 

points to 16%. Member contributions remain at 6%. 

  

LGPS: Employer costs have been rising in many funds 

with the median employer contribution for 2016 standing 

at 18.4%. Results of 2016 fund valuations are leading to 

higher contributions being required from April 2017. 

April 2016  

  

  

  

  

  

  
April 2017 

Some other financial pressures 



Students and Consumers 

• Numbers 

 

• The Student Experience 

 

• The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) 

 

 



Student numbers 

Change in undergraduate acceptances 2011 to 2016, by HEI 
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International student flows 

Change in non-EU 

international 

students, 2011-12 

to 2015-16, by 

country of origin 
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The student experience 1 

• Overall UK students appear satisfied with their studies at 
university, with 86% of students reporting that they are 
satisfied with their course  

 



The student experience 2 
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The student experience 3 

• The debate is shifting quickly: 

 

– Students need information so that that they can make 
informed choices about where to study  

 

– Universities need information to review and innovate in 
their teaching and learning practices 

 

– Wellbeing, mental health, sexual violence 

 

– The Wider Student Experience 

 

 

 



Teaching Excellence Framework 1 

• The HE&R Bill (2016) provides the legislative framework 

for the introduction of TEF: 

 

• TEF reportedly aims to:  

– recognise and reward excellent learning and teaching 

– build a culture where teaching has equal status with 

research 

– help students choose where to study  

 



Teaching Excellence Framework 2 

• TEF 2017: mainly via benchmarked metrics; also a 15 page 
Statement 

 

• Awards will be announced in June 2017: Gold, Silver, 
Bronze 

 

• There will be some surprises… 

 

• Next stage: consultation on whether this becomes Subject-
Level (like the REF); currently it is Institution Level 

 

• All but 2 English HEs participated in TEF 2017 

 

 



Teaching Excellence Framework 3 

• TEF allows English universities and colleges to increase the 

maximum £9,000 tuition fee (set in 2012), in line with inflation, 

if they have passed a baseline quality standard 

 

• The changes apply to courses starting from September 2017  

 

• It is up to each university to decide whether or not to change 

their fees (the new maximum will be £9,250)  

 

• Future fee growth planned to be linked to participation and 

performance in future TEFs – not welcomed by NUS 



Regulatory change 

• The Higher Education and Research Bill (2016) represents a major 

reform of the regulatory architecture of higher education, and of the 

public bodies concerned with promoting research 

 

• The bill establishes the Office for Students (OfS) and gives the OfS 

the power to decide which institutions can award degrees and which 

can call themselves universities. 

 

• The bill also reforms the government agencies which fund and 

support research in the UK, and establishes a new funding body 

called United Kingdom Research and Innovation (UKRI) 



Complexity of policy, funding and regulatory 

environment 



‘Brexit’ June 2016 



Brexit uncertainties for HE 



Brexit uncertainties 

Brexit constitutes a significant priority for UK HEIs, with concerns 

about: 

 

• Increased barriers to recruiting talented European staff  

• Damage to international research collaboration  

• Increased barriers to recruiting European (and possibly 

International) students  

• Loss of funding for research and innovation  

• Reduced outward mobility opportunities for staff and 

students  



Immigration reform and implications for HE 

•Conservative electoral promises to reduce 

net migration to ‘tens of thousands’  
 

“My aim is not to stop genuine students coming 

here - it is to eliminate abuse within the system. 

Our stricter accreditation process will see only first 

class education providers given licences to sponsor 

students.” 

- Rt Hon Theresa May, UK Home Secretary (May 

2010 to July 2016) 





• Article 50 triggered in March 2017 

 

• 2 years of negotiations 

 

• A transition/implementation period…? 

 

• UK General Election 8th June 2017 

 

• Scotland ‘Indyref2’? 

‘Brexit’: more uncertainties to come 



• The rest of the world moves on and adapts 

• New alliances and joint ventures 

• More opportunities to teach in English 

• Competition on post-study work opportunities 

 
• Overall: a strong sector; much to play for; but: far 

greater uncertainty than previously and a sense that 

the UK’s ‘degrees of freedom’ may be lessening 

relative to others.  A lot going on… 

Meanwhile 



© UCEA 2017 


