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About this study

This report examines the public’s understanding and
views of UK higher education, revealing significant gaps
between perception and reality across key aspects of
the sector. Through a major survey of over 2,000
people, we explore a range of issues including the scale
and economic impact of higher education; understanding
of fees, debt and earnings; the role of international
students; university finances and sector risks;
perceptions of graduate experiences and more.

Fieldwork for this report was conducted via Focaldata's
in-house platform, with APl integration to an online panel
network. We surveyed a nationally representative
sample of 2,082 adults aged 18+ across the UK, with
data weighted by age, gender, region, ethnicity and
education status. Fieldwork took place between 25 and
30 June 2025.
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The report highlights where public perceptions align with
or diverge from official data, revealing significant
knowledge gaps about one of the UK’s biggest exporters
and historically most successful sectors, at a time when
it is facing unprecedented challenges.



Summary
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Graduates are far more positive about their experience at university than people think,
and feel far less burdened by the debt than many assume

The public hugely overestimate how many The public have a more favourable view of

graduates regret going to university universities than people imagine

 The public guess that 40% of graduates wouldn’t go to  The public guess that five in 10 people think a
university if they could choose again. The actual university education isn’t worth the time and money it
proportion who say this is only 8%. usually takes — but only three in 10 really hold this view.

« They also guess that 49% of graduates say their  They also guess that only 57% see universities’
university debt has negatively impacted their lives. In research as essential for medical, technological and
fact, only 16% say this, rising slightly to 22% for social innovations, when it’s actually 74%.

graduates who started since 2012, under the current
fee system.
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The public significantly underestimate higher education’s contribution to the UK economy

Few are aware that some universities generate
revenues far greater than those of well-known
businesses, including major football clubs

The University of Manchester has an income which is
close to equalling that of both Manchester United FC
and Manchester City FC combined. But when asked to
rank these and other organisations by income, the
public put the university bottom.

Only 6% correctly rank the University of Oxford top,
despite its income of £2.9bn being more than £1bn
higher than the second on the list, Greggs bakery
chain.

People rank higher education as the smallest
exporter out of five key sectors, when it is in fact
the biggest

 The public are more likely to think aircraft
manufacturing and telecommunication services
contribute more in exports — but higher education
brings in a greater amount of money than both these
sectors put together.

The public underestimate just how many people
work in higher education

 The public think Tesco employs more people than the
higher education sector — but in reality the sector
employs more than Tesco and its competitor
Sainsbury's combined.
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People misunderstand student fees, loans and financial returns from university.
Strikingly, young graduates are more wrong than the wider public on some key facts

The public are very wrong about what’s happened
to student fees

« The tuition fee cap is today worth around 30% less
than it was in 2012 — but only 17% of the public
correctly recognise fees haven’t kept up with inflation,
while six in 10 think fees have either increased at the
same rate or even faster.

« Although people know English students take on a lot of
debt, they underestimate the true level by £10,000.

 People are split on whether England or the US has the
graduates with the highest average tuition debt — the
right answer is England, even if the debt is typically far
less burdensome.

Many misunderstand how student debt works,
particularly young graduates themselves

« 55% of people wrongly think graduates must start
paying back their student loan as soon as they get any
paid job, rising to 58% of young graduates.

 And young graduates (b0%) are almost twice as likely
as the public overall (27%) to wrongly believe missing
payments can lead to repossessions by the Student
Loans Company.

A significant minority wrongly think graduates will
earn the same or even less than non-graduates

« More than a quarter of the public think graduates will
earn the same (21%) or even less (/%) than non-
graduates over their lifetime. This is despite forecasts
that they will earn hundreds of thousands of pounds
more, even after accounting for student loan
repayments and delaying work due to their studies.
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Most are aware that higher fees paid by overseas students boost university finances —
but the amount of income these students generate is even greater than people think

Most people recognise that international students
financially support UK universities ...

« (2% of the public correctly say that the higher fees UK
universities receive from overseas students help
support the finances of UK universities.

... but they underestimate the proportion of tuition
fee income that comes from overseas students

« These students generate around 45% of UK higher
education providers’ tuition fee income. But the public
somewhat underestimate this, with their median guess
being 32%.

People guess that more international students
remain in the UK than leave after their studies —
but in fact it’s the opposite

« The public are most likely to guess that international
students remain in the UK for work, three years after
arriving — but in reality, a greater share have either
left or are still studying by this point.



1. Scale of the sector

UK higher education is a big sector. It employs
more people than Tesco and Sainsbury’s
combined, is one of the UK’s biggest exports, and
many universities have incomes that exceed those
of England’s biggest football clubs —in some cases
up to around four times higher.

But the public are not aware of this. Even though
the average guess about how many people go to
university is about right, the public think of them
as smaller entities than they really are, meaning
they underestimate the sector’s economic role,

including as a leading export sector.
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0 i i i b3% incorrectly guess that
Only 6% correctly rank the University of Oxford as having the e

highest revenue out of a list of organisations including Manchester Manchester United Footbal

United and Manchester City S it i it 5

fact, both rank towards the

bottom.
Actual 2022/3 Only 6% correctly choose the
First choice  Second choice* rank  revenue (£m) %@L"SE'E’ ir?ir?é(il;otc)dé ?Vr\wlg,only

Manchester United Football Club 29% 29% 6 2649 gg?n%t;g?ﬂﬁgnmg 1%1;]%]2%%2?
Manchester City Football Club 94% 3% 5 2718 g]r?engtggebsaice?*gdc l?gi;his list,
Greggs bakery chain | 18%  12% 2 £1,810 While people overestimate

The Daily Mail and General Trust | 9%  13% 4 2997 g?ggbhehllgglll;busr;é‘gp‘/ggttijrer:;;tgey

T
MoneySupermarket.com  4%5% 7 £432 gﬁh’a}@ ggr;?r’]‘g?ﬁi;é’%n"é’h”e
SR v Ui,

Correct answer ;;ﬁ;:;::—? \

*To give respondents a greater a chance of making an accurate guess,
on some questions they were asked to make additional choice.
Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

POLICY
INSTITUTE
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And Manchester University is the second most common guess for /owest revenue — despite
having an income nearly equal to that of Manchester United and Manchester Gity combined

Actual rank 2022/3 revenue (£m)

MoneySupermarket.com 21% 7 £432
University of Manchester 18% 3 £1,345
Greggs bakery chain 15% 2 £1,810

The Daily Mail and General Trust 13% 4 £997
University of Oxford 10% 1 £2,925
Manchester United Football Club 5% 6 £649

Manchester City Football Club h% b £018

Don't know 15%

Correct answer

rt?sl{ﬁ{mz Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025 10
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i i i Higher education generates
By educating overseas students, higher education generates more k ggmﬂcam exportfvia rate

than double the exports for the UK economy than any other sector charged to overseas students,

ic li 0 i amounting to £24.6bn in 2023
on this list. But only 14% rank it top o makie & v of the UK’

largest export sectors.

Only 14% of people correctly
rank it top from a list of five

Actual rank  Exports (£bn) sectors, despite none of the
other sectors generating even
Aircraft manufacturing 32% 92 £1.8 half as much in exports.
Those aged 18 to 24 (22%) are
Telecommunication services 29% 4 £8.8 more than twice as likely to
select the correct answer than
those aged 65+ (9%).
Higher education 14% 1 £24.6
Accountancy services 10% b £3.9
Legal services 9% 5 £9.5
Don't know 13%

Correct answer

epi
@ ) Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 256—-30 June 2025
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In fact, when the public are asked which sector contributes the /east to UK exports, higher
education is the most common answer — despite it being the sector that brings in the most

Higher education

Legal services

Accountancy services
Aircraft manufacturing
Telecommunication services

Don't know

POLICY
INSTITUTE

Actual rank

23% 1

20% 3

18% D

14% 9

12% al

15%

Contribution (£bn)

224.6

£9.5

£3.9

2.8

£8.8

Correct answer

Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025 12
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The public have a fairly good sense of how many people are
employed in different sectors — but they still underestimate how
many work in higher education...

Actual Employees

st choice ~ 2nd choice  3rd choice rank (thousand)

The NHS 62% 1% % 1 1,800

Tesco 1% 24% 18% 3 330

Higher educationsector 4% 19%  12% 2 510

The car manufacturing industry 6% 13% 12% 4 198
Sainsbury’s 3% 9% 19% b 148

The aerospace sector 3% 7% 8% 6 108
The steel industry 3% 4% 7% 8 37
The civil nuclear industry 4% 6% 12% 7 (7

Dont know 6%
Correct answer

POLICY
INSTITUTE

Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

35% of people rank higher
education as one of the top
three biggest employers in the
UK from this list of key
sectors, while only 23%
correctly put it in the top two.

Notably, the public think Tesco
employs more people than the
higher education sector — but
in reality the sector employs
more than Tesco and its
competitor Sainsbury's
combined.
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..especially in regions associated with vehicle manufacturing

Cleaning activities, including cleaning of offices, streets, factories, Manufacture of
trains and buses, as well as specialised cleaning and waste disposal motor vehicles
Manufacture of aircraft and spacecraft and related machinery Higher education
Accounting, bookkeeping, auditing activities and tax consulting Don’t know
North East 54% 24% 10% % 16%
WeSt 0 0 0 0 0 0
Midlands 50% 26% 10% 8% 15%

South West 33% 8% 12% 19% 20%

] Correct answer

THE G'S e l
SLTe R @ Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 2530 June 2025

Higher Education Policy Institute

The public are least likely to
guess that higher education is
the largest employer in the
North East and West Midlands
—the two regions where
vehicle manufacturing is
thought to employ the most
people.

In fact, higher education
(23,000 people) employs
nearly eight times as many as
motor vehicle manufacturing
(3,000 people) in the North
East.

Higher education also employs
the most people in the West
Midlands and the South West.
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The public only correctly guess the sector that employs the most

people in London, where accounting and related professions come top

Manufacture of
motor vehicles

Cleaning activities, including cleaning of offices, streets, factories,
trains and buses, as well as specialised cleaning and waste disposal

Manufacture of aircraft and spacecraft and related machinery Higher education

Accounting, bookkeeping, auditing activities and tax consulting Don’t know

Wales 39% 9% 9% 10% 21%

] Correct answer

POLICY
INSTITUTE

Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

London is the only region for
which the UK public correctly
identify the biggest employer —
accounting and related work,
which employs 127,000. This
compares with 102,000
employed in cleaning and
97,000 in higher education.

Higher education is the biggest
employer as a proportion of
the total workforce in Scotland
(55,000 people). 18% of the UK
public get this right — the
greatest share who select

higher education as the top
employer for any region
included. But despite this,
twice as many people still
select cleaning (36%), which
employs far fewer people
(36,000) in Scotland.
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The public correctly guess how many 30-year-olds have a degree —
around four in 10. People with a negative view of universities tend
to guess lower

Median guess Correct answer
Split sample A

What percentage of people in England who
turned 30 in 2022/23 do you think have started* 40% 38%
or achieved an undergraduate degree?

Split sample B

What percentage of people in England who
turned 30 in 2022/23 do you think have started* 0 0
or achieved a higher education qualification? 40 7 46 /0

*People are counted as starting their course after they have been enrolled for at least 6 months.

rt?sHﬁ{um Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

When asked to guess what
percentage of 30-year-olds in
England have a degree-level
education, the public are very
accurate, guessing 40%
compared to the correct
answer of 38%.

People are slightly less
accurate when the question
asks how many have any
higher education qualification.
The average guess is the same
— 40%. But the correct answer
in this case is 46%, as it

includes a wider range of
qualifications than just a
degree.

People who say they have a
negative view of universities
are less accurate, giving lower
guesses of 30% for an




2. Student fees, debt and
financial returns

The public are very wrong about what’s happened
to student fees, with only a small minority
recognising they have gone up by less than inflation.

Most know that students take on a lot of debt,
although they underestimate how much by around
£10,000.

There is widespread misunderstanding about tuition

fees and how student debt works — with young
graduates actually more likely to be wrong than the

general public.

The public also tend to significantly underestimate
the expected financial benefits of going to university.
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0 : iti i In 2012, the tuition fee cap in
Only 17% of the public are aware tuition fees have increased slower el inoroased from 23 575

than inflation since 2012 to £9,000. But since then, it

has only increased by a
further £250.
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If fees had risen in line with
inflation since 2012, they would
have increased by more than
10 times this amount by the

Tuition fees have increased 239 9024/95 academic year — by
faster than inflation around £3,000.
However, only 17% of the public
Tuition fees have increased at 06% ?orr%ctly |o!ent|fy| that t;;non
: : 0 ees have risen slower than
the same rate as inflation inflation, with the biggest share
— 33% — believing they have in
Tuition fees have increased . fact risen faster than inflation.
slower than inflation i While student debt levels have
increased significantly since
2012, this is due to living cost
Don't know 049 loans, and not due to fees.
0

Correct answer

epi
@ ) Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 256—-30 June 2025

POLICY
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The public know that English students take on a lot of debt, but underestimate just how
much by £10,000 — just as they did when asked in 2024

YALAN N
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2024 survey 2025 survey

Guess Guess
(median) Actual (median) Actual

Note the 2025 and 2024 surveys are not exact comparisons as the response options provided were not identical.

e
poLicy Colles @
INSTITUTE [ — 2025 base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025. 2024 base: 2,683 UK respondents aged 16+, surveyed 1-9 May 2024 19

Higher Ed
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People are split on whether England or the US has the graduates
with the highest average tuition debt — the right answer is England,
even if the debt is typically far less burdensome

LLLLLLL LA\

% who rank each group first

US 40%
England 38%
Canada = 4%
Australia = 4%

Germany 3%
Correct answer

LT 9025 base: 2,082 respondents age 18 +, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

The majority of bachelor’s
students graduating in 2023 in
England had tuition debt of
£21,050. In the US, average
debt was nearly £6,000 less —
£22,000 ($29,300).

In fact, the US average is even
less than this figure suggests,
for two reasons. First, it refers
to debt for tuition and living
costs combined.

Second, it refers only to
students who borrow — which
in the US is only around 50%.
The percentage of borrowers
is low partly because student
aid means that many pay fees
which are much reduced from
the advertised level, but also
because the harsher terms of
borrowing mean students
often avoid loans if they can.
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A quarter wrongly believe that graduates earn the same or even People who graduate from
- g . university are expected to
less than non-graduates over their lifetimes earn on average around

£200,00 to £400,000 more
than non-graduates over their
lifetimes, in “discounted
present value™.

From the options provided,
just 15% of the public choose

Graduates will earn around £400,000 more than - £400,000 —the only option in
non-graduates over their lifetime, after tax 0 the above forecast range. By
contrast, more than double
_ (37%) choose £100,000,
Graduates will earn around £100,000 more than 379, despite this being below the

non-graduates over their lifetime, after tax

forecast range.

Strikingly, more than a quarter

Graduates and non-graduates earn about the 1% of people think graduates will
same over their lifetime, after tax ° earn either the same (21%) or
even less (7%) than non-
Graduates earn less than non-graduates over - graduates.
their lifetime, after tax 0 *This is based on forecasting by the
stitute for Fiscal Studies. “Discounted
—) ?\n\\- nt value” means counting earnings
. -ﬁ%‘\ life less than those earned earlier
Don't know 19% -Sothe figures can be interpreted as
-equivalght to cash at the point of
Most correct enterjng university. The range is

nainly by the discount rate

e 4/ ¢ \i 3 A
I s @ g ?;\Sources section below
POLICY Colles ) ’
INSTITUTE el =~ N—— Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025 e/infor 21

er Ed
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Most people are aware of the earnings threshold for repaying
student loans — although it partly depends on how the question is
asked

\LLLLA A

mTrue Don'tknow mFalse Correct answer

Graduates only start paying back
their student loan once they 81% 0% True
earn above a certain amount

Graduates must start paying back
their student loan as soon as
they get any paid job

POLICY
INSTITUTE

kepi
p Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

Eight in 10 people correctly say
it’s true that graduates only
start paying back their student
loan once they earn above a
certain amount.

But when we asked about this
in a different way, fewer get it
right.

Only 55% correctly select
“false” when asked if
graduates must start paying
back their student loan as
soon as they get any paid job,
suggesting there is still some
confusion about how the
system works.
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It is young people who are most wrong about when graduates have Only a minority of young
. . people aged 18 to 34 correctly
to start paying back their student loans recognise that graduates don’t

have to start paying back their
student loan as soon as they
get any paid job.

. By contrast, majorities in all

identify that this is not the
18-24 46% L2 47% 18-24 [N oK case.
5o NG - I

true that graduates only pay

35-44 3% 12% 51% 55-44 11% 12% back their loan over earning a
certain income threshold, it is
] 0 0 0 ] 0 0 the youngest age groups that

Correct answer: False Correct answer: Tprue

rv?sl{ﬁ{um Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025
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Most people don’t know what proportion of graduates are expected
to fully repay their loans, with 30% incorrectly thinking all will

mTrue

All graduates will end up paying
back their whole student loan
over their working lives

Around 65% of university students
who started their degrees in 2023
will eventually pay back their
whole student loan over their
working lives

POLICY
INSTITUTE

Don't know m False

44%

20%

Correct answer

36% True

Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

b8% of the public correctly say
it’s false that all graduates will
end up paying back their whole
student loan. However, 30%
think wrongly think they will.

And when provided with the
true statement — that around
65% of graduates are
expected to eventually repay
their loans in full (according to
government forecasts) — less
than half (44%) recognise this
IS correct.
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Many have misunderstandings about student debt, believing it can
appear on credit scores and lead to repossession of assets...

m True

Mortgage lenders consider student
loan repayments when assessing how
much graduates can afford to borrow

Student loans count as regular debt
that appears on credit reports and
affects credit scores

If graduates fall behind on their
student loan repayments, they can
have their possessions repossessed
by the Student Loans Company

POLICY
INSTITUTE

Don't know mFalse Correct answer
40% 30% 30% False

Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

Mortgage lenders consider
financial commitments when
deciding how much people can
afford to borrow. This includes
student loan repayment
commitments. However, only
half (51%) identify this
statement as true.

And more people wrongly think
it is true (40%) than think it is
false (30%) that student loans
appear on credit reports and
affect credit scores.

Lastly, only 37/% correctly
identify as false the statement
that graduates can face
repossession if they fall behind
on their repayments.
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...with young people again more wrong about how student loans poth of these statements are
alse: student loans don’t
actually work appear on credit reports, nor

can the Student Loans
Company repossess
graduates’ possessions due to
missed repayments — although
it can take legal action.

mTrue = Dontknow mFalse mTrue = Don'tknow mFalse _
No age group is very

knowledgeable about either of
these facts, but it is young
people who are most likely to
be mistaken about them.

18-24 4% 16% 36% 18-24 1% 18% 1%

20-54 52% 16% 32% 20-54 49% 19% 32%

Between four and five in 10
people aged 18 to 34 wrongly
think both of these statements
are true.

30-44 44% 23% 38% 30-44 32% 32% 36%

45-54 36% 30% 29% 45-04 ObLL 46% 33%

50-64 34% 3% 30% 55-64 IF/ 46% 35%

65+ 39% 43% 05% 65+ 45% 46%

Correct answer: False Correct answer: False

kepi
N Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

POLICY
INSTITUTE
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Even more concerningly, it is young graduates, rather than non-
graduates, who are most likely to be wrong on key facts about
student loan repayments

% who wrongly think ... Public overall 359

... graduates must start paying ] -
back their student loan as Graduates aged 18-34 58%

soon as they getany paidjob  Non-graduates aged 18-34

Public overall 9%

... It’s false that graduates

only start paying back their )

student loan once they earn Graduates aged 18-34 20%

... graduates who fall behind Public overall 2(%

on their repayments can have

their possessions Graduates aged 18-34 50%
repossessed by the Student

Loans Company Non-graduates aged 18-34

INSTHUTE Base: 583 respondents aged 18-34 (284 graduates and 299 non-graduates), surveyed 2530 June 2025

The majority (58%) of young
graduates aged 18-34
incorrectly think you have to
start paying back your student
loan as soon as you get any
paid job — 12 points higher than
the share of their non-
graduate counterparts who
believe this.

Among this age group,
graduates are also slightly
more likely than non-graduates
to be wrong about there being
an income threshold past

which loan repayments begin.

Similarly, a greater share of
graduates than non-graduates
incorrectly believe the Student
Loans Company can
repossess assests.




3. International students

People significantly overestimate the proportion of
immigrants who are asylum seekers, while
underestimating how many enter on study visas
and work visas.

And while most people recognise that international
students financially support UK universities, they
underestimate just how much tuition fee income
these students bring in.

The public also think that international students are
more likely to remain in the UK than to leave after
their studies. In fact, the opposite is true.
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s g = : : i The public are most likely to
People significantly overestimate the proportion of immigrants say a5ylum Seekers make Up

who are asylum seekers, while underestimating how many enter on the largest proportion of

study visas and work visas immigrants to the UK. In fact,
they make up only 14% of all

immigrants — less than half the
proportion who immigrate for

work (40%) and study
0
% who rank each Actual proportion pur.poses (36%).
group as largest and rank While Reform voters are most

likely to wrongly choose
Asylum seekers and refugees 289 1% (3 asylum seekers (51%), this is
(includes humanitarian) ’ 0 (3) also the most common guess
among Labour and
Conservative voters.

Workers and their dependents 20% 40% (1)
Students and their dependents 1% 56% (2) % who rank asylum seekers and
refugees first
- i - 0 Labour: 29%
Immigrants joining family members 16% % (4) e e (T
Reform: 51%
Don't know 9% ;

Correct answer

POLICY
INSTITUTE

Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025
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The public are most likely to guess that international students have
remained in the UK for work, three years after arriving — but in
reality, a greater share either leave or are still studying

AvAeNNNREE

LLLLLLL LA\

Actual proportion
% who rank each group first and rank

Remained in the UK to

work or seek work 50% 20% (3)

Were still studying 18% 34% (2)

Had left the UK 18% 35% (1)

Remained in the UK to seek asylum
or for other humanitarian reasons

Remained in the UK
on some other basis

15% 0.5% (9)

12% 5% (4)

e
epl
@ Correct answer Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

POLICY
INSTITUTE

35% of international students
leave the UK three years after
arriving — the most common
outcome, closely followed by
the 34% who are still studying
on their course.

18% of the public guess each of
these outcomes is most likely.

A far greater share (30%)
believe international students
most commonly remain in the
UK for work — which is actually
the third most likely outcome.

Notably, 13% of the public
hugely overestimate the
proportion of international
students who stay in the UK to
seek asylum, believing it is the
most common outcome when
in fact it applies to just 0.5% of
students.
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Seven in 10 correctly say overseas students support university ﬁg%%t gﬂ?s%pt'ﬁ actofg‘eescyryo -
finances, and half think these students don't take places away overseas students support
from Britons — which is right (most of the time) universities® finances.

But the question of whether
overseas students take places
away from British students is
more complex. In general,

, overseas students do not
mTrue © Don’t know mFalse Correct answer normally take places away
from British students. Indeed,
recruiting overseas students
can provide the funding to
15% P42 True support a larger number of
British students, whose fees
often don’t cover the full costs
of teaching them.

The higher fees UK universities receive
from overseas students help support
the finances of UK universities

Overseas students in UK universities
take places away from British students 17%

Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

However, there are cases in
which the statement can be
False true. In some competitive
courses with limited spaces,
(normally) accepting overseas students
=.-;\ mean rejecting British
—Sstudgnts, who will then have to

—chogseg another course.

POLICY
INSTITUTE
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People underestimate the proportion of tuition fee income that
comes from overseas students

Split sample A

What percentage of UK universities’
total tuition fee income do you think
came from overseas students in
2022/23?

Split sample B

Currently, overseas students
make up around 25% of students
at UK universities, compared with
5% who are domestic students.
Given this, what percentage of UK
universities’ total tuition fee
income do you think came from
overseas students in 2022/23?

Higher Education Policy Institute

Actual

Guess (median)

Actual

Guess (median)

45%

-13%

45%

Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

Overseas students generate
around 45% of UK higher
education providers’ tuition
fee income. On average,
people somewhat
underestimate this, guessing
52%.

People’s guess barely changes
if they are first told that
overseas students account for
around a quarter of the
student body. Those given this
information guess such
students are responsible for

28% of tuition income.




4. Risk to the sector
and finances

Most of the public know that educating overseas
students brings in more money to universities
than it costs to provide that education. But they
are mostly unaware that universities’ other core
activities are typically conducted at a loss.

People get very close to correctly guessing the
percentage of higher education providers that ran
a deficit in 2023-24.

And on average, the public predict three to four
UK higher education providers will go bankrupt in
the next two to three years.
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The public are mostly unaware that many core activities carried
out by universities are conducted at a loss

Brings in more Neither Don't know Costs more to provide . .
funding to universities than universities Brings in
than it costs to provide receive in funding more?
Educating overseas students 58% % 14% Yes
Research funded by industry 49% 9% 1% No
Research funded by government 40% 9%  19% No
Research funded by charities 32% 12% 22% No

Educating domestic undergraduate students

(ie UK nationals) 29% 12% 18% No

e
e [ hepi
INSTITUTE [ Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025

Higher Education Policy Institute

According to official data for
the year 2023-24, the funding
universities receive for
teaching domestic students
only covers around 90% of the
costs. Funding for research
covers even less —around 70
to 76% for government- and
industry-funded research, and
only 56% for charity-funded
research.

But only a minority — ranging
between 24% in relation to
industry-funded research and

to 41% in relation to educating
domestic students — know that
these are loss-making
activities for universities.

However, most people (58%)

do know that educating

overseas students brings in

more funding to universities
it costs to provide.
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On average, people think that 45% of higher education providers ran a deficit in 2025-24 -
very close to the actual 41%

England has 270 higher
education providers Actual 1%
(universities and some

colleges). What percentage

do you think reported a

deficit for the year 2023-24 -

that is, where their income _
was lower than their Guess (median)
spending?

+4%

rv?sH‘l:TYurz Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025 35
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And the median guess is that three or four universities will go bankrupt over the next two

to three years

POLICY
INSTITUTE

None

1-2

3-4

5-6

(-8

9-10

11 or more

Don't know

6%

5%

8%

12%

16%

16%

19%

Median guess:
3-4 universities

will go bankrupt

21%

Base: 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025
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5. Awareness of how
universities are perceived —
including by graduates

People tend to overestimate how negative others
are about universities, including wrongly guessing
that a large proportion of graduates regret
attending and feel that the debt has negatively
impacted their lives. In reality, only a small
minority of graduates express these negative
Views.

However, the public slightly overestimate parents’
preference for university. Parents are actually
somewhat more likely to say they would want
their child to study for an apprenticeship than for
a university degree, which is the other way
around to what the public guess.
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People greatly overestimate graduates’ levels of regret about going
to university and the negative impact of debt on their lives

AVANE NN
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What percentage of graduates % point diff. between Guess

in the UK do you think say ... Toolow median guess & actual (median) Actual
... they’d choose NOT to go to

university if they had the choice 40% 8%
again?

... they’d still go to university but
choose a different degree if they had 435% 39%
the choice again?

... the debt they ran up in going to
university has negatively impacted 49% 16%
their lives?

e
T K @ 2025 base (‘Guess’): 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025
INSTITUTE el ™ N—— 2024 base (‘Actual’): 2,683 UK respondents aged 16+, surveyed 1-9 May 2024

People significantly
overestimate how negative
graduates are about their
university experience.

People guess that four in 10
graduates wouldn’t go to
university if they could choose
again — more than four times
the actual number who say
this, which is fewer than one in
10, as measured in a nationally
representative survey in 2024.

Similarly, people guess that
49% of graduates say student
debt has negatively impacted
their lives. This is around triple
the actual proportion of 16%.
Although the percentage who
say this among graduates who
started university after 2012,
when the current fees system
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I I i In 2024, 48% of parents of
Slightly more parents would prefer for their child to study for a Childoon aged 110 <aid they

university degree than an apprenticeship. The public tend to guess wanted their children to go on

it would be the other way around to an apprenticeship - slightly
more than the 40% who
wanted their children to study
for a university degree.

The public tend to guess that it
: : , : : ould be the other wa
Apprenticeship ~ Don’t know = University degree \;Vmuund_ 1% Gorrec\t/;/y éuess

that more parents would
prefer that their child does an
apprenticeship. But slightly

Actual 48% 12% more (45%) thought that
parents would prefer
university.

Guess (median) 41% 14%

% who guess apprenticeship

Labour: 33%
Conservative: 46%

Reform: 54%
e \»\
R oY INGS 2025 base (‘Guess’): 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025 \
INSTITUTE N 2024 base (‘Actual’): 2,683 UK respondents aged 16+, surveyed 1-9 May 2024 aSaN
S NSRN!
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People underestimate how much the public values research, and
overestimate how many think university just isn’t worth it

What percentage of the UK % point diff. between Guess
public do you think agree ... Toolow  median guess & actual (median) Actual

... that the research happening at
universities is essential for medical,
technological and social innovations?

60% 4%

... that a university education just isn’t . o
worth the amount of time and money 49% 31%
it usually takes?

e
LT K @ 2025 base (‘Guess’): 2,082 respondents age 18+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025
INSTITUTE ) N—— 2024 base (‘Actual’): 2,683 UK respondents aged 16+, surveyed -9 May 2024

In 2024, 74% of the public
agreed that research at
universities is essential for
medical, technological and
social innovations, suggesting
widespread support for what
universities are doing.
Similarly, 31% thought
university just isn’t worth the
time and money it takes.

When asked to guess what
these percentages would be,
the public say 60% and 49%

respectively.

This means they
underestimate the positive
opinion and overestimate the
negative.




6. Attitudes towards
universities

People are overall positive about universities —
and this latest data suggests we may be slightly
more positive about them even compared with
one year ago.

Nearly seven in 10 think UK universities are world-

class, and we slightly overestimate how many of
our universities rank in the top 100 globally.

>

N
=81
ZESS.
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People believe that the UK has a large number of world-class universities — in fact, Brits
slightly overestimate how many rank in the top 100 globally

The Times Higher Education
World University Rankings 2025 Actual 12
ranks more than 2,000

universities from 115 countries

and territories. How many of

the top 100 universities in the

world do you think are based Guess (median)
in the UK?

Guesses at number in global top 100

People who feel positive about universities: 20
People who feel negative about universities: 11

rv?stTYurz 2025 base: 2,082 respondents age 16+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025
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People are far more positive than negative about universities. This is true across the
political spectrum, although Reform UK voters are less positive than others.

Overall, how positive or negative do you feel about UK universities? 0 = very negative, 10 = very positive

m Negative (0-4) = Neutral (b) mPositive (6-10)

Average 2025 19%
Average 2024 21

2025 results by 2024 general election vote

avour [ 2%
%

i
o5

€epl
rv?sH‘l:TYurz @ 2025 base: 2,082 respondents age 16+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025. 2024 base: 2,683 UK respondents aged 16+, surveyed 1-9 May 2024 43
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People are, if anything, slightly more positive today than a year ago about the specifics of
how universities perform, including the belief that they are among the best in the world

Universities have an important role
to play in meeting the challenges
the UK faces

UK universities are amongst the
best in the world

UK universities are more interested in
making money than delivering high
quality education or research

Most research carried out by
university staff is a waste of time

POLICY
INSTITUTE s

2025
2024

2025
2024

2025
2024

2025
2024

m Strongly Tend to Neither agree Don’t Tend to m Strongly

agree agree nor disagree know disagree disagree
28% 20% 4%
22% 05% 5%
21% 21% 4%

23% 25% 5% 4%

19% 30% 6% 8%
19% 28% 8% 5%

9% 22% 6% 19%
5% 26% % 1%

2025 base: 2,082 respondents age 16+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025. 2024 base: 2,683 UK respondents aged 16+, surveyed 1-9 May 2024
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And more now agree their nearest university is an important institution locally

To what extent do you agree or disagree about each of the following statements about UK universities?

Vice-chancellors, the heads of
universities, are paid too much
for the job they do

My nearest university is an
important institution in my town,
city or region

Going to university today is more
important to getting a good job than
it was 20 years ago

POLICY
INSTITUTE s

2025

2024

2025

2024

2025

2024

mStrongly = Tend to Neither agree Dont = Tendto m Strongly
agree agree nor disagree know disagree disagree

23% 21% 26% 14% (% 3%

25% 29% 24% 14% 6%2%

26% 34% 20% oyl 10% - 5%

21% 30% 23% 6% 15% %

16% 21% 23% 4% 23% 1%

1% 21% 26% 6% 23% 15%

2025 base: 2,082 respondents age 16+, surveyed 25-30 June 2025. 2024 base: 2,683 UK respondents aged 16+, surveyed 1-9 May 2024
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Sources

PP. 9-10. Revenue by organisation

1. University of Oxford and University of Manchester: Higher Education Statistics
Agency (HESA) — source. 2. Greggs bakery chain — source. 3. Daily Mail and General
Trust — source. 4. Manchester City FC and Manchester United FC: Deloitte Football
Money League 2024 — source. 5. MoneySupermarket.com — source

PP. 11-12. Exports by sector

1. Aircraft Manufacturing — Gov.UK Goods Exports source. 2. All other sectors from
The Pink Book Chapter 3 — source. (Legal services calculated by summing Law
Society [FIGE], Commercial bar association [FJCP], and Legal services [FIGD]).

P. 13. Number of employees by sector

1. NHS: NHS England workforce statistics — source; Scotland health workforce
statistics source; NHS Wales workforce statistics source; Health NI source).

2. Higher education sector — Business Register and Employment Survey (BRES),
Office for National Statistics (ONS) — source. (Figure excludes ‘Post-secondary non-
tertiary education’ SIC 2007 code: 85410 ). 3. Tesco ‘About Us’— source.

4. The car manufacturing industry — source. 5. Sainsbury’s ‘About us’ — source. 6. The
aerospace sector — source. 7. The civil nuclear industry — source. 8. The steel
industry — source.

P. 14-15. Number of employees by sector and by region. BRES, ONS - source

P. 16. Higher education participation statistics, 2022/23. Department for
Education — source

P. 19 English student debt on graduation. Student Loans in England — source

P. 20. Average tuition debt by country

1. United States: The College Board. source. 2. Statistics Canada — source
3. Australia: Ministers of the Education Portfolio — source

P. 21. Lifetime income forecasts. Institute for Fiscal Studies — source.

The lower range provided of £200,000 is based on the Green Book discount rate of
3.5% recommended by Treasury. The higher range of £400,000 is based on the lower
discount rate of 0.r% - the rate the Treasury use to value the student loan book. Both
values are the approximate mid-point between the estimates for men and women.
PP. 22-25. Student loans. House of Commons Library — source

P. 29. Immigration to the UK. ONS Long-term immigration statistics Year Ending
June 2024 (Provisional) — Fig.3 source

P. 30. International student visas. The Migration Observatory. source

P. 32. Proportion of tuition income from overseas students. HESA - source
P. 33. Cost of UK universities’ activities. Office for Students (OfS) — source

P. 35. Higher education providers running a deficit. OfS - source

P. 38-40 & 43-45. Perceptions of universities. The Policy Institute — source

P. 42. Times Higher Education World University Rankings - source

P. 43-45. Perceptions of universities. The Policy Institute — source
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https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/finances/income
https://a.storyblok.com/f/162306/x/6191f7066b/greggs-annual-report-and-accounts-2023.pdf
https://www.dmgt.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/2023-DMGT-Annual-Report-Final-SIGNED-Companies-House.pdf
https://www.deloitte.com/uk/en/services/consulting-financial/analysis/deloitte-football-money-league-2024.html
https://www.monygroup.com/application/files/8817/1319/0666/moneysupermarket-com-group-plc-annual-report-and-accounts-2023.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6874fdf782370235232f9342/top-uk-goods-exports.ods
https://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/economy/nationalaccounts/balanceofpayments/datasets/3tradeinservicesthepinkbook2016/thepinkbook2024/chapter3.xlsx
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/nhs-workforce-statistics/june-2023
https://www.gov.scot/policies/health-workforce/
https://www.gov.wales/staff-directly-employed-nhs-31-march-2023-html
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/health/hscwb-workforce-statistics-march-2023.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/industry235digitsicbusinessregisterandemploymentsurveybrestable2/2023provisional/table22023p.xlsx
https://www.tescoplc.com/about
https://www.smmt.co.uk/smmt-motor-industry-facts-2024/
https://www.smmt.co.uk/smmt-motor-industry-facts-2024/
https://corporate.sainsburys.co.uk/about-us/
https://www.adsgroup.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/ADS-Aerospace-Outlook-2023-_Web.pdf
https://www.niauk.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Jobs-Map-2023_small-for-website.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7317/
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/participation-measures-in-higher-education/2022-23
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/student-loans-in-england-2024-to-2025/student-loans-in-england-financial-year-2024-25
https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/Trends-in-College-Pricing-and-Student-Aid-2024-ADA.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3710003601
https://ministers.education.gov.au/clare/student-debt-cuts-begin-rolling-out
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/impact-undergraduate-degrees-lifetime-earnings
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn01079/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/longterminternationalmigrationprovisional/yearendingjune2024
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Underlying-data-International-students-in-the-labour-market.xlsx
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/finances/income
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/zntnyj2n/annual-trac-2023-24.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/upycgog5/ofs-2025_26_1.pdf
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/the-future-of-higher-education
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/latest/world-ranking
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/the-future-of-higher-education
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