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1 - Introduction:  
 
There are many changes planned to Govt Graduate career outcome statistics in 2026 - see 
Section2 for complete list. These changes largely involve more detailed granular reports 
being produced and making them more widely available. The premise of the Govt being that 
if you make more data available then the more you will improve decision making for school 
leavers about what course or institution to choose or whether to go to University at all; and 
that this will self-regulate %HE participation rates to the 'correct' level.  
 
But is this premise correct? Will the HE market be improved by the continued development 
of statistics as envisaged? Or will the commercially motivated HE sector continue to be able 
to manipulate the market so that %HE participation remains high, or even grows further, in 
spite of the extra statistics or even because of them. 
 
The DfE makes it clear that it is crucial that society understands the genuine value of the 
process of studying for a degree. See quote below from a recent Guardian article 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2025/sep/27/uk-graduates-student-loan-debt-sentences:- 

“They (DfE spokesperson) add: “It is vital that students can be confident the 
significant investment they make in higher education delivers real value for 
money, and that universities provide teaching and experience they deserve to help 
students pursue a rewarding career.” 

 It is difficult not to agree with this statement, particularly given the hefty price graduates 
are expected to pay. Student loans are a loathsome burden for any young adult to have to 
pay off, and we already know that 44% of those attending university will get stuck in the 
Graduate Debt Trap (as per my latest research https://universitywatch.org/wp-

content/uploads/2025/10/The-Graduate-Debt-Trap-Lower-Academic-Entry-standards.pdf) i.e. whereby 
they will never earn enough to pay off their loan and it will be 40 years before they escape 
the trap of having to pay extra tax on their earnings.  There is also the mountain of unpaid 
student loans piling up for the general taxpayer.  

So we do need to know if it is responsible for society to continue to encourage up to 50% of 
young adults into 3 years of Higher Education instead of the alternative of them joining the 
workforce aged 18 and learning on the job, or doing shorter courses. But are Graduate 
statistics ever going to help us find out optimal %HE participation levels or is it just 
illusionary? 

On the whole the existing statistics (particularly the headline statistical take-outs of the 
reports rather than the detail) present a positive HE narrative, but this is in stark contrast to 
what we can see happening to young adults with our own eyes. The societal anecdotal 
evidence is growing, as demonstrated in the numerous press articles (See Appendix A - and 
example below), highlighting the dysfunction of our now 30-year long pursuit of a Mass 
Higher Education model (Mass HE). 
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Example of recent Press Article listed in Appendix A - Sonia Sodha, The Times, Oct 30th 2025 
https://www.thetimes.com/comment/columnists/article/fix-universities-or-students-will-
downgrade-you-cwpl9bzt6 

 
“The undergraduate system doesn’t really work for anyone. Those who choose to go to university take 

on tens of thousands of pounds of debt to maximise their chances of getting a half-decent job that 

many will spend most, if not all, of their working lives repaying. For lots of subjects it is anyone’s 

guess whether studying for a particular degree at a particular university will develop their skills and 

professional capability more than three years of on-the-job training. 

 

But for the young people who don’t go, not being able to list a degree on their CV limits their ability 

to get a foot in the door for many jobs. It’s a terrible catch-22: you may well be better off working for 

three years, but it’s hard to get an entry-level job without spending your time and future earnings 

getting a certificate that is often a minimum requirement.” 

 
The main failings of the existing Graduate statistics are identified and explained in Section 3, 
with specific improvement recommendations made in Section 4. The recommendation for 
future Govt decision making in Section 5 argues that rather than illuminating what is going 
on and improving the HE market, the design & presentation of these statistics is instead 
fuelling the market malfunction and is acting as a smokescreen behind which the HE Sector 
can continue to manipulate the HE market and drive-up student numbers to serve their 
commercial imperative of profit and growth.  
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2 - Significant Changes due in 2026 to Govt produced and commissioned Graduate career 
outcome statistics  
 
i - The annual Graduate Labour Market Statistics based on the Labour Force Survey has been 
discontinued and will no longer be issued in 2026. 
 
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/graduate-labour-markets/2024 

 
ii - There will be a new version of the LEO graduate outcome data called "Graduate and 
Postgraduate Labour Market Outcomes" which will include non-graduate data as well as 
graduate data and will enable a new version of the Graduate Premium (difference between 
Graduate pay and non-graduate pay) to be calculated by cohorts of prior academic 
attainment. 

 
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/leo-graduate-and-postgraduate-
outcomes/2022-23 

 
iii- The DfE commissioned IFS report 'The impact of undergraduate degrees on lifetime 
earnings' originally from 2020 will be updated and re-issued. 
 
https://www.contractsfinder.service.gov.uk/notice/684bd9e4-11c3-41b0-a472-
b6b2972508d2?origin=SearchResults&p=1 

 
iv - The OfS is consulting on a future approach to TEF quality regulation using Graduate 
outcomes data to measure success. See section 7 on Page 36 re Student outcomes. 
 
“a. The existing indicator of progression to professional or managerial employment or 

further study, using data from the Graduate Outcomes survey. 

  

b. A measure of graduates’ reflections on how far they are using what they learned in higher 

education in their post-study activity. This would also use responses to the Graduate 

Outcomes survey. 

 

 c. A benchmarked salary measure derived from the Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) 

dataset. We propose to consider salaries three years after graduation” 
 
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/ew5edkln/consultation-on-the-future-approach-to-quality-
regulation.pdf 
 

v - UCAS is set to be updated to include Graduate Outcome Data for each course according 
to the recent White Paper of Post 16 education (Page 66). 
 
“….we will work with UCAS and Universities UK to ensure that graduate outcomes 

information spanning employment rates, earnings and the design and nature of work 

(currently available on Discover Uni) are available on the UCAS website.” 

 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68f518ee06e6515f7914c7ce/Post-

16_Education_and_Skills_white_paper_Accessible_Version.pdf 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68f518ee06e6515f7914c7ce/Post-16_Education_and_Skills_white_paper_Accessible_Version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68f518ee06e6515f7914c7ce/Post-16_Education_and_Skills_white_paper_Accessible_Version.pdf
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3 - Five ways in which the Graduate career outcome statistics are flawed & misleading. 
 
Graduate career outcome statistics should be attempting to shed light on the effects of 
spending three further years in studying for a degree compared to the alternatives of 
starting work aged 18, on-the-job training, taking shorter vocational courses, formal & 
informal apprenticeships etc. 
 
Below is a list of five ways in which the existing statistics are failing to answer this question, 
and worse than that, are having the effect of misleading the public about the strength of the 
causal effects on subsequent careers of the process of studying for a degree, and are over-
playing the supposed essentialness of first studying for three years before being deemed fit 
by society to enter the workplace (which is having the effect of making it de facto 
compulsory for our young adults to get into a lifetime of debt before they have even got 
your first career job) 
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Misleading Issue No1 - Overall average Graduate Premium published annually since 2007 
is misleading. 
 
My report ‘Why is the overall average Graduate Premium falling’ published on 
Universitywatch.org (https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Why-is-the-average-

Graduate-Premium-Falling_2.pdf) explains in full the reasons why publishing the graduate 
premium as an overall average is misleading. Both the Royal Statistical Society (RSS) and The 
Office for Statistics Regulation (OSR) have supported this work and the OSR has ruled that 
they agree that the overall average is a misleading statistic. I have summarised my 
arguments below: - 
 
It is inevitable that the overall average Graduate Premium will always exist no matter what 
% of the population attend University, as it measures the fact that on average those that 
attend University will have a higher level of prior academic attainment to those that don't 
attend - and therefore will earn more and be more employable. Yet the mere existence of 
an overall average Graduate Premium is being allowed to be interpreted by the general 
public/politicians/think-tanks/media etc. entirely falsely as follows: - 
 
i - That the HE system is working well  
ii- That an ever-higher proportion of students should attend University, and  
iii- That 'anybody' deciding to attend University can anticipate that they will achieve a boost 
in their income equal to the overall average Graduate Premium.   
 
There are two DfE commissioned reports that have shown the Graduate Premium data as an 
overall average only, and both have played a significant role in misinforming public 
discourse and enabled the HE Sector to justify its expansion: -  
 
A- Graduate Labour Market Statistics - An annual report running since 2007 (this report is 
being discontinued & superseded in 2026) 
B- The impact of undergraduate degrees on lifetime earnings - A report by the IFS from 
2020 (this report is due to be re-issued in 2026) 
 
Instead of reporting an overall average (as a snap shot at yearly intervals or over a lifetime 
as per IFS), what is necessary is the ability to compare the pay of graduates and non-
graduates based on cohorts of the same prior academic attainment. E.g. What is the pay of 
graduates with 3 Cs at A-level compared to those with 3 Cs who choose to enter the work 
force instead and not attend University. 
 
NB. This analysis by prior academic attainment is vital, as my scenario-based analysis in my previous 
report ‘Why is the average graduate premium falling’ predicts that it will show that graduates from 
cohorts of lower prior academic attainment are achieving on average little or no graduate premium 
at all, which brings into question the merits of society encouraging ever higher %HE attendance 
drawn from those with relatively lower prior academic attainment given the student debt burden 
that it entails. 

 

https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Why-is-the-average-Graduate-Premium-Falling_2.pdf
https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Why-is-the-average-Graduate-Premium-Falling_2.pdf
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If anybody is in any doubt about how misleading it is to report the overall average graduate 
premium, then they should read my email in Appendix 2 to the OSR dated 22nd March 
25  which the OSR published on their website 
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-paul-wiltshire-graduate-labour-

market-statistics/  where I demonstrate a startling statistical anomaly whereby even if there is 
no graduate premium whatsoever for every single cohort of the same prior academic 
attainment, then there will still be a healthy looking overall average Graduate Premium (this 
is because those with higher prior academic attainment are both far more likely to become 
graduates and far more likely to earn more). 

It is a positive step forward that as a result of my work and the intervention of the OSR, both 
of the existing reports are now due to be updated to include a breakdown by prior academic 
attainment. The DfE has stated the below regarding the IFS report for their 2026 update: -  

"…we do accept that it would also be helpful to provide a breakdown of these estimates by 

prior attainment. We have already asked the IFS to explore including such a breakdown as 

part of the scoping and commissioning work that has been carried out for the updated 

report.” 

And the DfE is introducing a new report in 2026 called Graduate & Postgraduate Labour 
Market Outcomes (that will be an updated revised version to supersede the existing LEO 
Graduate Outcomes data). The main difference is that the new report will enable a 
breakdown of Graduate Premium by prior academic attainment to replace the existing 
misleading overall average Graduate Premium data (that was part of the now discontinued 
Graduate Labour Market Statistics) 

 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/leo-graduate-and-
postgraduate-outcomes/2022-23 
 
“The Department for Education regularly reviews its statistical publications for quality and 
relevance of content and to ensure the statistics meet user needs. The Department is 
proposing to cease publication of the Graduate labour market statistics release and to 
instead, in future, develop this LEO publication to include comparative statistics for non-
graduates with breakdowns by prior academic attainment and other student characteristics. 
To reflect this, next year the name of this release will change to Graduate and Postgraduate 
Labour Market Outcomes” 
 
However, the statisticians from the DfE & IFS tasked with designing these new versions of 
the Graduate Premium data should realise that it is vitally important they should ONLY 
publish the Graduate Premium data in cohorts according to UCAS points / BTEC results, and 
should refrain from publishing an overall average graduate premium at all. Because if they 
continue to report the overall average, it will still be the main take-out statistic that gets 
reported in the press and will continue to mis-inform public discourse, no matter that they 
have also provided the breakdown by prior academic attainment.  
  

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-paul-wiltshire-graduate-labour-market-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-paul-wiltshire-graduate-labour-market-statistics/
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/leo-graduate-and-postgraduate-outcomes/2022-23
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/leo-graduate-and-postgraduate-outcomes/2022-23
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/graduate-labour-markets/2024
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Misleading issue No2 - For all existing reports, the user is led to assume that the 
correlations are in fact a 100% causal effect of studying for a degree on career outcomes, 
yet little or no effort is made to prove the true extent of any causal effect. 
 
The existing reports can be described as exercises in demonstrating the correlations that 
exist between studying for a degree and career outcomes. Whilst they do breakdown the 
data to a certain extant to enable the user to consider causal effects such as Course, Higher 
Education Institution, Prior academic attainment etc. this is not in any way sufficient to 
actually prove the complex issue of causation.   

The main issue with regards to establishing the causation effects is to consider the extent to 
which the outcomes are the effect of the two below factors and which one could be 
considered as the more dominant underlying causation effect with regards to better career 
pay outcome. 

a - The pre-existing characteristics and life experiences of school leavers that have 
culminated in them being likely to choose one degree over another, or not to go to 
University at all. e.g. Are they likely to be more ambitious career wise, have high work ethic, 
are they likely to have higher prior academic attainment, innate aptitude for chosen career, 
social ability in terms of engaging positively with work colleagues, are they from different 
social backgrounds etc. 

b - The actual role that the process of studying for the degree played in subsequent 
careers* - Does the nature of the career have any real relevance to the course taken, and 
even if it is relevant, was it genuinely necessary to study for three years or could the same / 
better outcome be achieved by becoming a trainee and learning on job instead. 

NB* There is an important distinction between the two different causal factors associated 
with gaining a degree: - 

i- The gains possibly made in terms of enhanced personal attributes that may be useful in a 
future career by the actual physical process of studying for a degree, both academically and 
practically, & 
 
ii- Just gaining a degree per se. This is due to the effects of societal prejudice against non-
graduates and degrees often primarily being useful as a mere 'ticket of entry' to certain jobs 
- (see examples below). So there may be no or very little type i/ gains in personal attributes 
by studying for three years, but there still may be an indirect causal career outcome gain of 
having a degree on your CV. 
 
Identifying the 'true' causation and the relative influence of the various inter-twined effects 
is extremely complex and more often than not impossible to prove definitively, and certainly 
can't be proved just by a data sweep approach alone (like the LEO Graduate outcomes & 
Discover Uni - no matter how granular & 'sliced & diced' the data).  
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But the whole premise of Graduate career outcome statistics in the way in which they are 
presented to the public, is that the correlations that they show should be treated as bona 
fide causation due to process of studying for the degree, and that there is no need to 
attempt to prove causation because it is somehow 'obvious' that the process of studying for 
a degree must be causal in outcomes. This is likely due to an HE advocacy bias of those 
within the DfE, HESA, IFS & OfS who carry out the design & production of the reports, as 
they seem quite content if the laymen users of the data assume that the reports are 
demonstrating causation rather than just showing correlation. There are examples of this 
'assumed' causation in the below press reports: -  
 
Examples of excerpts from recent articles where causation is assumed: -  
 
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/arts-students-minimum-wage-data-ktdhxwwn 

 
“The longitudinal education outcomes (LEO) dataset reveals that graduates from 15 of 

Britain’s more than 160 universities were earning, on average, less than the minimum wage a 

year after graduating” 
 
“For example, business management is one of the degrees with above-average earning 

potential, according to the data. Yet the typical student who takes this course at Birmingham 

Newman University — awarded the title of University of the Year for Social Inclusion this 

year — earned £24,100 five years after graduating. This is £4,000 less than what the typical 

graduate in sociology earned after leaving the worst-performing Russell Group university. 

The typical business management graduate from the University of Oxford earned £93,800 

after five years” 

 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/jobs/schools-universities/which-university-degree-earn-highest-salary/ 

 
“This figure rises to £31,800 after five years. Some graduates, however, were far better off 
than others.” 
 
“The most lucrative degree in the country was business and management at the University 
of Oxford. Those on the course can look forward to median annual earnings after five years 
of around £93,800” 
 
“At the other end of the scale, performing arts graduates took home the lowest salaries. 
After five years they made on average just over £24,800 – well below the average, and 
roughly equivalent to working full-time at the national minimum wage” 

The inherent danger is that the common misinterpretation is to assume that the process of 
studying for say Business & Management at either Oxford or Birmingham Newman was the 
main causation factor in the graduate earning more / less in their career. Whereas in fact, 
what it really means instead, is that the pre-existing characteristics of the people who 
typically choose (and crucially get accepted onto) a particular Business & Management 
degree are more likely to earn more / less than those who typically choose the same degree 
from a different institution or a different degree altogether. So that it may be very little to 
do with the actual process of studying carried out in doing the degree. And it is extremely 
difficult, or more likely impossible, to definitively prove either way. 
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The spurious claim that 'Critical Thinking' proves that correlation can be interpreted as 
causation 
  
When I have challenged the DfE about the implied (but un-proven) causation in their 
statistical output, they have stated that the causation assumption is justified for the 
following reason and make the oft-cited claim about the crucial nature of 'critical thinking' :  
 
 "The second main critique in your report is that many graduates would have achieved the 
same earnings even without a degree, for example because they end up in jobs not directly 
related to their degree. We would challenge this critique on the basis that an undergraduate 
education upskills students in a wide variety of ways beyond the narrow, subject-specific 
content of their degree – for example by improving critical thinking skills, organisational 
skills, inter-personal confidence, written communication skills, and independent working, in a 
way that is not replicable by shorter workplace training. These skills are very likely to have 
been beneficial for the graduate in progressing in their career, and indeed a majority of 
students surveyed report that their university education ‘built vital transferable skills that 
help them in their career’  

 
Critical Thinking is a phrase used widely, but it’s actual meaning has become quite nebulous. 

Below is an example of a typical attempt at a definition :- 

“Critical thinking is a kind of thinking in which you question, analyse, interpret, evaluate and make a 
judgement about what you read, hear, say, or write.” 

 
The HE sector has latched on to the term 'Critical Thinking' and has created a narrative 
whereby Higher Education is now synonymous with critical thinking; and that according to 
their narrative, it is a commodity that can simply be acquired, and that you can’t acquire 
critical thinking skills anywhere else except university, and that gaining the ability to think 
critically (by doing any degree whatsoever it would seem) will be a positive causation effect 
on your career outcome.  Below are examples of the assertions made about critical thinking: 
-   
Vivienne Stern, CEO of UUK recently made the following claims in a BBC Radio 4 
documentary ‘Universities Challenged’: -  
 
Minute 24:50   https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m002jspm 

 

“So things like the ability to think critically, the ability to solve a problem, the ability to take 

a very large volume of information and draw conclusions and build arguments out of it, that 

is what I think my degree helped me prepare for” 

 

https://inews.co.uk/opinion/university-is-worth-every-penny-and-it-can-even-make-you-live-longer-

3764812?srsltid=AfmBOoo7xhpaiK6Zy5FMRC9I815FvbmMbCjwTqxl_ooR6Z1hJzBOMplO 

 

“University teaches critical thinking and allows you to finely hone your reasoning skills.” 
 

https://inews.co.uk/opinion/university-is-worth-every-penny-and-it-can-even-make-you-live-longer-3764812?srsltid=AfmBOoo7xhpaiK6Zy5FMRC9I815FvbmMbCjwTqxl_ooR6Z1hJzBOMplO
https://inews.co.uk/opinion/university-is-worth-every-penny-and-it-can-even-make-you-live-longer-3764812?srsltid=AfmBOoo7xhpaiK6Zy5FMRC9I815FvbmMbCjwTqxl_ooR6Z1hJzBOMplO
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https://theconversation.com/universities-can-turn-ai-from-a-threat-to-an-
opportunity-by-teaching-critical-thinking-266187 
 
“By fostering critical thinking and embracing AI as a tool, universities can turn 
disruption into opportunity. The goal is not to produce graduates who compete with 
machines, but to cultivate independent thinkers who can do what machines cannot: 
reflect, judge, and create meaning.” 

 
But these claims are merely assertions and don’t prove causation at all. Of course, education 
in general plays a role in teaching methods of learning and ways of thinking, but to act as if 
enrolling in Higher Education is akin to going to some kind of ‘shop’ that is the only place to 
buy the ability to ‘think’ before you can enter the workplace is just not credible e.g. You can 
develop your thinking and problem-solving skills just as well in the workplace by performing 
actual real time work tasks. 
 
Below is just one of the many articles that question the prevailing HE ‘critical thinking’ 
narrative and alludes to the fact that is being used as merely an advertising technique to 
convince students to buy the products that the HE sector is selling – i.e. Degrees.  

 
https://chadorzel.substack.com/p/critical-thinking-isnt-a-thing 
 
Critical Thinking isn’t a thing 

 
“Working where I do, in the elite private liberal arts college world, I hear a lot of talk about 

“critical thinking” as an essential product of the very expensive education we provide. The 

term is slightly less common outside academia, but still sees a fair bit of use on Twitter and in 

thinkpieces, generally by people who passed through elite higher education. In these 

contexts, “critical thinking” is usually referred to as something that’s sadly in short supply: 

If more people were capable of thinking critically, or had the necessary skills, the world 

wouldn’t be such a mess. This is usually followed closely by a pitch for everyone to support 

(and pay high prices for) our particular brand of higher education………… 

Examples showing the complex nature of attributing causation effects to career outcomes 

Below are various examples that illustrate the inherent difficulties and often impossible task 
of establishing causation where correlation is identified and illustrate why a '100%' 
causation effect of the process of studying for a degree on career outcomes absolutely can't 
simply be assumed: -  
 
Example Type A - M&S Buyer conundrum- The Degree course subject that has been studied 
may have had no or very little practical use in future career. 
 
The majority of graduates end up in jobs where the actual course subject is not at all/hardly 
relevant. (According to the ISE's 2023 survey, only 19% of graduate job advertisements 

https://theconversation.com/universities-can-turn-ai-from-a-threat-to-an-opportunity-by-teaching-critical-thinking-266187
https://theconversation.com/universities-can-turn-ai-from-a-threat-to-an-opportunity-by-teaching-critical-thinking-266187
https://chadorzel.substack.com/p/critical-thinking-isnt-a-thing
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stipulated a specific degree subject which is indicative that what graduates have actually 
studied is more often than not of little consequence or value in their future career) 
  
A Graduate with a career in middle management for M&S in the buying department, may 
have completed a History degree; so that what they actually studied in their degree had no 
relevance to the job they end up doing. But Graduate statistics will give the impression that 
it is appropriate to attribute their pay & employability to be entirely due to the fact that 
they are a Graduate and have studied History; even though it could be argued that the fact 
they studied History for three years had nothing to do with either their pay, or the fact that 
they are employed or not. But if this particular person, instead of first studying for a History 
degree, started working for M&S at 18 as a trainee, there is no provable reason why they 
wouldn’t have had exactly the same career outcome. i.e. This would mean that there could 
be as little as 0% causal effect of the process of studying for a History degree in their career 
outcomes. 
 
Example Type B – Studying for three years may appear useful if it has apparent relevance 
to subsequent career, but was it genuinely necessary, as starting as a trainee and learning 
on the job may have been just as effective? The Degree course subject that has been 
studied may appear linked to the subsequent career, so at face value it may appear to be 
causal and represent the ‘success’ of studying for the degree, but the act of studying for 
three years may have had little genuine practical use in future career, and there may have 
been far cheaper and easier alternatives to ending up with the same young adult being just 
as capable of pursuing the same career. And the below examples illustrate that there is 
simply no possible way of definitively proving the causal effects either way. 
 
i - The initial job of say a Marketing graduate may have been as an entry level Marketing 
trainee / junior, and involved mainly administration, so in reality, very little prior knowledge 
of marketing would be required to perform the role. So, it is entirely possible that they 
could have started this job as an 18-year-old school leaver instead and learnt on-the-job in a 
matter of a few weeks & months and didn’t in fact need to first spend a whole three years 
studying marketing (and getting into debt) before entering the workforce.  
But Graduate stats will record their outcome (as perhaps eventually a Marketing manager) 
as a 100% causal effect of the degree, but the actual process of studying for the degree and 
what was learnt in the 3 years may in reality have very little to do with how well the 
graduate ends up performing in their subsequent career, even if it is a relevant degree.  
 
ii - A graduate with an Ecology degree, may end up becoming a Bat Surveyor. This is then an 
apparent ‘success’ of the University system and a direct causation. But the fact is that you 
don’t actually need a degree to become a Bat Surveyor as you just need to start as a trainee 
and learn on the job until you got to the stage that you were sufficiently qualified to obtain 
a Natural England license. So, in fact, there is no need at all for the degree, yet Graduate 
stats will measure this as a 100% causation successful outcome, whereas it could be argued 
that the causal effect of spending three years studying Ecology had little or no real bearing 
on whether the person is any better or not at being a Bat surveyor. 
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iii - If a Media studies graduate becomes a journalist, this will statistically be recorded as 
direct causation. But in reality, studying for the degree may not have actually made the 
graduate any better as a journalist, and they could have learnt on the job if they were given 
the chance aged 18. And it could be argued that the main causal factor of a successful 
career in journalism isn’t studying it for three years, but is more likely due to an innate 
aptitude that is best developed through on-the-job training, learning from colleagues and 
experience. 

Example Type C – Societal messaging is channelling young adults with attributes such as 
high ambition / conformity / academic ability into University, rather than the workplace 
and alternatives such as on-the-job training. 

We have evolved into a situation where there is strong societal messaging that gaining a 
degree is synonymous with success and is the main or even sole route to a good career 
outcome; and even goes so far that for some, to ‘deny’ a young adult a chance to go to 
University is seen as society having ‘written them off’ (as Bridgett Phillipson – Education 
Secretary – recently alluded to).  Little wonder then that the majority of ambitious, able & 
conformist young adults (and as such the cohort likely to go on to have better career 
outcomes) decide to enter HE and become Graduates first, before attempting to start a 
career.  

But if those same Ambitious, conformist young adults (who are more likely to perform well 
career wise) were instead given opportunities to pursue the same careers via on-the-job 
training, learning from peers augmented by an element of formal training/education, then it 
is entirely possible their Career Outcomes would be broadly similar. 

Yet the graduate outcome statistics will measure that the reason these graduates are 
performing better in their careers is down to studying for their degree, but the genuine 
causation effect in career outcomes is more the inherent abilities & circumstances of the 
individual rather than the fact that society has effectively ‘dictated’ to these ambitious & 
capable young adults that they have to go to University first before entering the workplace.  

Example Type D - Indirect Causation based on societal prejudice against non-graduates. 
Many jobs are advertised as graduate-only when there is no apparent reason why it is 
necessary to be a graduate as the job is a junior non-skilled entry level role (see my research 
‘The Discrimination and Pretence of Graduate-only jobs). 
https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Discrimination-Pretence-of-Graduate-only-jobs-
1.pdf 
 
This creates a causal effect of better career outcomes for graduates because so many jobs 
won’t consider you unless you are a graduate.  But this causal effect is not because of any 
genuine use of the process of studying for three years, but more to do with societal and 
employer’s in-built discrimination against non-graduates. It is simply not possible for 
Graduate outcome statistics to differentiate this indirect causal effect on career outcomes 
by gaining a degree, and instead it is the process of studying for the degree that is wrongly 
accredited with the reason for better career outcomes.  

https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Discrimination-Pretence-of-Graduate-only-jobs-1.pdf
https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Discrimination-Pretence-of-Graduate-only-jobs-1.pdf
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Example Type E – ‘Ticket of Entry’ causation - Where it is compulsory to gain a degree to 
have a certain career (often higher paid careers) 
 
i / Professions / Corporate roles / Civil service 
 
Most professions still predominantly have a graduate-only recruitment policy. Whilst there 
are routes to become a Solicitor, Engineer, Teacher, Surveyor or Accountant etc. that don’t 
involve getting a degree first, it is fair to say that the vast majority of entrants to these 
professions will still be graduates.  
 
And there are other roles typically within large corporate employers in sectors such as 
banking, insurance, civil service, journalism etc, where it has become habit/custom to only 
consider Graduates for the entry level roles. 
 
More often than not, the actual degree subject doesn’t matter, so the causation effect is 
based on more of a ‘Ticket of Entry’ of general proven academic ability as opposed to the 
actual process of having studied a particular course. So once again, it could be argued that 
studying for an extra three years isn’t genuinely essential and that school leavers, who have 
already proved their academic ability with their A-Level results, could just as easily embark 
on these Professional careers without getting a degree first if the employers gave them the 
opportunities. 
 
ii - Public sector roles where a specific Degree is now essential  

 
You now need a degree for roles such as Nurse, Paramedics, Mid-wife etc. There are also 
now degree courses for the Police. So in these cases, gaining a degree is clearly a causation 
effect in subsequent careers as it is compulsory. However, it could be argued that these jobs 
could be taught in specialist training colleges (as they were previously), so the causation 
effect is merely a result of the arbitrary Govt policy decision of effectively ‘re-naming’ their 
training as a Degree. So it is ridiculous to suggest (as Graduate statistics will inevitably do in 
the way the data is analysed) that the outcome for Nurses careers is now 100% due to the 
fact that they are graduates, whereas but for the ‘name’ change of their training method, 
they would have the exact same career outcome yet it would previously have been 
recorded as 100% down to the fact that they were non-graduates. 
 
Examples where the HE Sector makes a variety of claims about other supposed benefits of 
gaining a degree that are only based on correlation rather than proven causation. 
 
It is common for causation claims to be made about the benefits of HE in areas other than 
career outcomes. i.e. longer life, healthier, more likely to volunteer, more likely to vote etc. 
These are based on a plethora of reports from various sources (see below examples). It 
appears that on the whole, these types of reports demonstrate correlation, but do not 
prove causation. 
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Of course, common sense would state that there is an element of causation, as education is 
at the centre of advances in Human civilisation. But they do not prove that there will be a 
direct causation benefit to such high levels of %HE participation, and that merely because 
young adults enrol on an HE courses, then all these extra benefits flow directly from the 
process of studying for three extra years. 
 
Example 1- If the same school leaver who chose’s between doing a degree in say Sociology 
or a non-degree apprenticeship, and in either case goes on to have a fulfilling career, then it 
is just nonsense to claim that they will be healthier, live longer, vote more, volunteer more 
etc. just because one path to a successful career involved getting a degree and the other 
didn’t. 
 
Example 2 - If a person with relatively lower academic attainment gains a degree, but ends 
up working in a role where the degree wasn’t necessary – e.g. Delivery driver – then it is 
non-sensical to think that compared to other delivery drivers who didn’t get a degree, they 
are going to gain the benefits of being healthier etc. 
 
Example 3 – Just because a Nurse’s career path training is now structured as a degree rather 
than Nurse training college (which was the route to becoming a nurse prior to 2009), you 
wouldn’t now expect a Nurse to be gaining extra benefits such as living longer. They are 
likely to be drawn from the same cohort of individuals choosing to become Nurses whether 
the actual training process is called a Degree or not, and hence will have the same life 
outcomes as previously. 
 
However, as can be seen from the examples below, even if some of the reports themselves 
don’t actually claim to have proved causation, that doesn’t stop these reports being treated 
as if they prove a cast-iron direct causation effect. 
 
Example A - Vivienne Stern, CEO of UUK recently made the following claims in a BBC Radio 4 
documentary ‘Universities Challenged’: -  
 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m002jspm   Minute 24:50    

 
“……but the data’s pretty clear, if you look at things like not only earnings the proportion of 

Graduates who are unemployed is very very low compared to the broader population and 

there are other benefits including Graduates tend to live longer, they tend to be healthier, 

they vote and volunteer.” 

 

 

Example 2 – INews article from Kate Lister 

 
https://inews.co.uk/opinion/university-is-worth-every-penny-and-it-can-even-make-you-live-longer-

3764812?srsltid=AfmBOoo7xhpaiK6Zy5FMRC9I815FvbmMbCjwTqxl_ooR6Z1hJzBOMplO 

 

“If that doesn’t convince you, how about this? University could actually help you to live 

longer. According to The Lancet, every year of education a person acquires results in a two 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m002jspm
https://inews.co.uk/opinion/university-is-worth-every-penny-and-it-can-even-make-you-live-longer-3764812?srsltid=AfmBOoo7xhpaiK6Zy5FMRC9I815FvbmMbCjwTqxl_ooR6Z1hJzBOMplO
https://inews.co.uk/opinion/university-is-worth-every-penny-and-it-can-even-make-you-live-longer-3764812?srsltid=AfmBOoo7xhpaiK6Zy5FMRC9I815FvbmMbCjwTqxl_ooR6Z1hJzBOMplO
https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2468-2667%2823%2900306-7
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per cent drop in mortality. In fact, graduates are 70 to 80 per cent more 

likely to report excellent health than their peers who didn’t go to university. If Keir Starmer 

were thinking straight, he’d make a university education mandatory on health grounds 

alone.” 
 

These types of claims of the wider benefits of HE are based on various reports such as the 
below: - 
 

https://www.thelancet.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2468-2667%2823%2900306-7 

 

https://www.health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/analysis/inequalities-in-life-expectancy-how-

the-uk-compares 

 

https://www.ippr.org/media-office/revealed-graduate-turnout-divide-doubled-in-2024-

election-exposing-government-blind-spot-ippr-warns 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827324000429#:~:text=It%20migh
t%20favour%20mechanisms%20by,et%20al.%2C%202007). 

 
 
 
  

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/are-universities-worth-it.pdf
https://www.health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/analysis/inequalities-in-life-expectancy-how-the-uk-compares
https://www.health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/analysis/inequalities-in-life-expectancy-how-the-uk-compares
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827324000429#:~:text=It%20might%20favour%20mechanisms%20by,et%20al.%2C%202007
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827324000429#:~:text=It%20might%20favour%20mechanisms%20by,et%20al.%2C%202007
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Misleading Issue No3 - IFS report 'The impact of undergraduate degrees on lifetime 
earnings' from 2020 is highly influential yet fundamentally flawed (it is due to be updated 
and re-issued in 2026) 
 
The main take out from this report, that has been published in hundreds (if not thousands) 
of articles and reports since 2020, are the below statistical highlights as per the opening 
announcement from the Michelle Donelan (Govt Minister). 
  
“Women’s earnings increase by £100k on average with a degree and £130k for men over 
the course of their working life – after student loan payments and taxes are factored in” 
 

And this Govt statement and also the IFS press release go on to make sweeping positive 
statements: -  
 
“This research underlines that our university sector is world leading by setting out the impact 
higher education can have on someone’s life.” 
 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/graduates-enjoy-100k-earnings-bonus-over-lifetime  
 
“Going to university is a very good investment for most students” 

 
https://ifs.org.uk/news/most-students-get-big-pay-going-university-some-would-be-better-financially-if-they-
hadnt-done 

 
Due to the unimpeachable reputation of the IFS, then this report and its main findings are 
treated as if they are undeniable statements of definitive fact and as such, they have been 
highly influential is leading the public discourse, yet my recent appraisal of this report shows 
that it is misleading and is flawed in many ways. 
 
https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Appraisal-of-the-DfE-IFS-graduate-lifetime-
earnings-report.pdf 

 
Summary of the main findings of my report 'Appraisal of the DfE / IFS report -The impact of 
undergraduate degrees on lifetime earnings’ 
 
A - The main headline findings of £130k & £100k increased lifetime earnings are misleading 
as they are an overall average only. There should be instead a breakdown by prior academic 
attainment (See Misleading Issue 1 above.) 
 
Whilst it is positive that it is accepted that the new 2026 IFS report should now include a 
breakdown by prior academic attainment, what is needed however is a realisation that the 
overall average should still no longer be published at all as it will still be misleading. So the 
breakdown by prior academic attainment should be published instead of the overall 
average, it shouldn't just be seen as extra data. Otherwise nothing will be achieved because 
the only figures that will get any notice will still be the misleading overall average; and the 
breakdown by prior academic attainment will just be seen as a 'detail' that nobody 
understands, notices or cares about. 
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B - The report is out of date by 20 years with regards to significant increases in %HE 
participation as the data is based of graduates for the mid 2000’s; but the report findings 
are being interpreted as if they are still ‘correct’ and just as relevant for current graduates. 
 
Despite the fact that the DfE have claimed when challenged on this issue that this fact is 
'clearly caveated in the report', the reality is that this report will still be interpreted as useful 
information for today's students. And this makes the report fundamentally misleading as 
the extra students added in the intervening period, not accounted for in the data published 
in the report, will be those with lower relative prior academic attainment who will achieve 
worse outcomes and thus would bring down the average. This will still be a problem even if 
the report is updated in 2026 as it is likely to be based of graduates from around 2010, so 
still 15 years out of date. 
 
C - The costs of gaining a degree appear to be materially understated. The figures included 
for Maintenance Loan payments and Student Loan repayments actually mean that the 
report is making the ridiculous claim that there is no cost for Men, and a net income for 
Women, involved in attending University. 
 
I find it simply ludicrous that both the DfE & IFS (when I have challenged them on this issue) 
are prepared to stand by such an obvious error in the mathematical model used that has 
calculated that there is absolutely no cost to the average student for attending university 
(Net figure of maintenance loans rec'd less loan repayments). Of course, it is never straight-
forward to quantify an issue of this nature when they are complicated by parental 
contributions, student topping up money by working, some students living at home etc. But 
it is absolute nonsense to treat maintenance loan payments just as income, without also 
accounting for the directly associated costs of maintaining yourself as a student for three 
years. The Government gives out maintenance loans specifically and exclusively to cover the 
costs of maintaining yourself, so how on earth can the model not include these associated 
costs and treat the maintenance loan as if it is income to be used to entirely off-set the later 
loan repayments over the next 40 years? 
 
A quick rudimentary calculation of the actual cost to the average student is shown below 
(there are many different ways this could be calculated - the below is just meant to be 
illustrative of one alternative method to that which the IFS has used):  
 
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/reports/a-minimum-income-standard-for-students-2/ 
"With fees, a standard three-year degree in England can now cost around £90,000, or over 
£100,000 if the course is in London" 
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/student-loan-forecasts-
for-england/2024-25 
Average Student Loan: £45k, of which approx. 29% (£13k) will be subsidised by the govt 
under new Plan 5 - so repayments made will be £32k 
Net Cost of being a graduate - Alternative estimate 
Total Cost (maintenance and fees)          £90k    - 
Loans rec'd  (maintenance & fees)        £45k                      

https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.hepi.ac.uk%2Freports%2Fa-minimum-income-standard-for-students-2%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7Ca23fad97c90547fc542908de03dafedf%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638952436263826139%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=%2FK6qBmgeLapm27ltK9SUpDcmwDrEd73IhkWEzaiqky4%3D&reserved=0
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fexplore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk%2Ffind-statistics%2Fstudent-loan-forecasts-for-england%2F2024-25&data=05%7C02%7C%7Ca23fad97c90547fc542908de03dafedf%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638952436263836024%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=x0L%2FuQf%2F6C2Q0HnPcauPf8Vorm6NAt%2BY1uG5X%2B8VQbQ%3D&reserved=0
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fexplore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk%2Ffind-statistics%2Fstudent-loan-forecasts-for-england%2F2024-25&data=05%7C02%7C%7Ca23fad97c90547fc542908de03dafedf%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638952436263836024%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=x0L%2FuQf%2F6C2Q0HnPcauPf8Vorm6NAt%2BY1uG5X%2B8VQbQ%3D&reserved=0
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Loan repayments made    (£32k) 
Net Govt subsidy to graduate for loan not being repaid   (£13k)                        
Average Cost of obtaining a degree                            £77k 
 
Whilst this is a very ‘rough and ready’ calculation showing an average cost of £77k, it clearly 
demonstrates that for the IFS model to show £0 cost, it is a clear and undeniable material 
error. 
 
D - Mean Average is used and not the Median Average which is much lower at £70k (This 
point is relevant only if an average is still published - point A above states that it shouldn’t 
be published at all). 
 
The DfE has claimed that the Mean instead of the Median is used in order to be consistent 
with previous research by Walker & Zhu. Yet the IFS report has a level of prominence in 
public discourse far above this previous research in the field of Graduate statistics, so the 
need to be consistent with this relatively obscure research should be completely out-
weighed by the fact that this IFS report is destined to be interpreted by the general public - 
i.e. Laymen; and as such the Median is the appropriate average to use. It is entirely wrong 
and inconsistent to use the (far higher) Mean in this one report, but use the Median in all 
other Official Govt stats regarding Graduate statistics (HESA & LEO) 
 
E - Correlation doesn’t prove Causation. 
 
This is explored in detail in Misleading Issue No2 above. The premise of this report takes this 
to the extreme when it assumes that all earnings over a graduate’s whole lifetime are down 
to a supposed 100% dominant causal effect of the process of studying for a degree which is 
highly questionable and misleading and over-inflates the value of studying for three years. 
 
F - Report findings are highly speculative estimates (by the report’s own admission) – yet it 
is bound to be treated as if it is a definitive statement of fact. 
 
The IFS has an almost irrefutable reputation amongst the general public, Govt and media, so 
it is dangerous for the IFS to put out a report that is highly speculative, yet will inevitably be 
treated by the public as an absolute definitive statement of fact. I have demonstrated 
several times in my work how prominent the overall average lifetime earnings figures of 
£100k and £130k have been in the realm of debate around whether University is worth it. 
The report may well have 'all relevant caveats' as the DfE has stated to me when challenged 
on this issue, but that doesn't change the fact that the public will only have the main 
(misleading) overall average headline figures as the 'take-out' and will treat it is an 
indisputable fact. 
 
The IFS themselves continue to play an active role in shaping the public’s interpretation of 
their own report. An IFS employee participated in a recent BBC Radio 4 documentary (See 
Appendix C) - Universities Challenged - where the listening public are encouraged to accept 
the highlights of the report, yet the caveats in the report itself, which supposedly act as a 
sufficient safeguard against misinterpretation, aren't given a single mention (though they do 
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call the figures an estimate, this falls far short of what the report says about the reliance of 
the data in its caveats). So, the IFS are complicit themselves in enabling the report to be 
perceived as a definitive statement of fact rather than highly speculative and it is evidence 
that no number of caveats buried in the written report will do anything to change this 
perception. 
 
G - Costs of unpaid student loan write-offs are not taken into account or quantified 
 
The report only calculates a supposed benefit to the individual graduate themselves over 
their lifetime, but the report doesn’t highlight the negative aspect of the cost to the general 
taxpayer of writing off student loans.  
 
H - The report’s section on Tax revenues for HMRC from graduates is not relevant and 
misleading  
 
I believe that this is a dubious attempt to demonstrate in a positive light an overall benefit 
to society of having a high % of graduates. It appears to be based on the very debatable 
causation premise that the tax a graduate pays over their lifetime is 100% down to the fact 
that they undertook the process of studying for a degree (up to 50 years previously). And 
that it implies that if we had an alternative model whereby less went to University and 
instead joined the workforce aged 18 and learnt on the job, then their career outcomes, and 
the tax they pay, will reduce. Instead, it is entirely feasible that in an alternative model 
involving more on the job training and far less going to University, the same people would 
end up doing the same jobs for the same pay and thus pay the same tax. Furthermore, 
beyond your first or perhaps second job, it is highly debateable to attribute any future 
career outcomes to the process of studying for a degree, as for the rest of your career then 
progression is far more likely to be down to your experience gained in the workplace (and 
the degree process becomes a distant non-relevant memory). This section should be 
removed from this report and any future reports as it serves no useful purpose and is 
misleading. 
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Misleading Issue No4 - Existing Student Survey data gives a false impression of the value 
of the process of studying an extra 3 years 
 
HESA Graduate Outcomes is a national annual survey, published annually since 2018, of 
students completing courses of higher education (HE). It seeks to survey the entire graduate 
population of the UK 15 months after graduation.  
 
The survey makes an attempt (albeit very limited) with two particular questions (B16 & G3 – 
see below) to establish the causation effects of the three years of study on career 
outcomes: -  
 
B16 Did you need the qualification that you completed 15 months ago to get the job? 
 (SELECT ONE OPTION ONLY) 
01 - Yes: both the level and subject of qualification was a formal requirement   
02 - Yes: the level of qualification was a formal requirement   
03 - Yes: the subject of the qualification was a formal requirement   
04 - Yes: while the qualification was not a formal requirement it did give me an advantage  
05 - No: the qualification was not required  
06 - Don’t know  
 
G3 To what extent do you agree or disagree with this statement: I am utilising what I 
learnt during my studies in my current work? You can think about this in terms of both the 
subject matter and other skills gained, namely everything you learnt on the degree.  
 

01- Strongly agree  
02- Agree  
03- Neither agree nor disagree  
04-Disagree  
05-Strongly disagree 

 
 
Both of these questions though are liable to be answered in a way that the respondents 
have a natural bias to ‘want to be true’ * and produce results that exaggerate the extent to 
which the process of studying for a degree is genuinely useful in subsequent careers.  
 
* Respondents may want an answer to be true because they are likely to want to retain the 
feeling of success created by them having working hard and passed their degree.  This is 
likely to lead to a reluctance to admit to themselves (and others) that they have invested a 
great deal of time, money and effort doing what most of society told them to do by gaining 
a degree, only for it not to be genuinely relevant or particularly useful in the job they end up 
doing. Also, it is likely that they have on the whole enjoyed their three years, and met new 
friends, liked the independence of living away from home etc., so they are likely to answer 
questions about whether it actually led to any career success more positively, because they 
won’t want to consider the three years as a waste of time as it will detract from their 
perceptions of the other non-career based positive elements. They also will have little 
concept yet of the reality of having saddled themselves with a debt that will involve paying 
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an extra 9% of tax for the next 40 years, as to a large extent this will be ‘closed-out’ from 
their thoughts and not yet factored in to their cost-benefit analysis of having ‘bought’ a 
degree. 
 
A particular problem with regard to question G3 is that a respondent may correctly respond 
as ‘strongly agree’, even though they have only used what they learnt on a handful of 
occasions, so the results could be giving a falsely high impression. Also, the sentence ‘You 
can think about this in terms of both the subject matter and other skills gained, namely 
everything you learnt on the degree’ is a very general definition of ‘utilising what I have 
learnt’ and contributes to this being a leading question and will influence respondents to 
respond more positively about any link and give a falsely high result.   
 
Ideas for alternative survey questions digging deeper into potential causal effects 
 
Below are examples of ideas for alternative questions that would produce more of a 
genuine insight into the extent of causal effects and will lead to less misleading overly -
positive results: -  
 
Alternatives for question B16 
i - How important was having a degree (in any subject) to your employer when you got your 
current job? 
01 Formal Requirement,  
02 Desirable,  
03 Not required 
 
ii - How important was having a particular course subject of degree to your employer when 
you got your current job? 
 
01 Specific relevant course subject was a Formal Requirement,  
02 Desirable,  
03 Not required 
 
iii- Do you think that you would be capable of performing your current role just as 
reasonably well if you had a degree of a different unrelated subject.  
 

01 Strongly agree  
02 Agree  
03 Neither agree nor disagree  

     04-Disagree  
    05-Strongly disagree 
 
iii- Do you think that you would be capable of performing your current role just as 
reasonably well if you didn’t have a degree at all and instead learnt on the job. 
 

01 Strongly agree  
02 Agree  
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03 Neither agree nor disagree  
04- Disagree  
05-Strongly disagree 

 
iv – Do you think that applications for your job should have been equally welcome from 
both graduates and non-graduates (where candidates applied based on their A-level results) 

 
01 Yes  
02 Yes - But the Job would require some technical training to make up for not having a 

degree – if so, how many weeks training would be required? 
03  No – Job requires a full three-year degree in order to possess necessary technical 

knowledge and experience required. 
04  Other -please specify 

 
v – If you have answered 01 Yes or 02 Yes to above question: -  
 
If it had been possible, would you now have considered applying as a school leaver without 
going to University? 
 
01 – Yes 
02 - No 
 
If Yes – And for what reason? To avoid debt? Student life didn’t appeal? Would have 
preferred to be earning money in work? Three years work experience would be more 
beneficial than 3 years abstract study? 
If No – And for what reason? Missing out on student experience? Want to gain the 
supposed prestige of being a graduate? Enjoy studying?  
 
vi- Do you think that if you had spent three years in your current role working as a trainee 
and learning from your colleagues on the job that this would have been more useful to your 
ability to perform your current job than three years spent studying for your degree? 
 

01 Strongly agree  
02 Agree  
03 Neither agree nor disagree  
04 Disagree  

05- Strongly disagree 
 

Alternatives for Question G3 
 
To what extent do you use what you specifically learnt during your University studies in your 
current job during a typical working day? 
 
0-10% of the day,  
10-20% of the day  
etc. - - - - - - - -  
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90-100% of the day 
 
And this could be augmented with the similar question below which is asked in reverse so 
that the first answer could be checked for consistency: - 
 
To what extent do you spend your time performing work tasks and/or being trained in new 
work tasks, that weren’t specifically covered by your University studies during a typical 
working day? 
 
0-10% of the day,  
10-20% of the day  
etc. - - - - - - - -  
90-100% of the day. 
 
It would also be useful to check for a falsely positive bias, by looking for inconsistencies 
about the declared utility value of studying for the degree compared to the actual value by 
contrasting answers given to B16 & G3 to the answers given to questions B3 & B4: -  
 
B3 What was your job title? 
B4 What did you mainly do in your job? 
 
It is important to iron out the extent to which respondents might be claiming a high level of 
utilisation of their degree, yet this may be completely inconsistent with the declared job 
title and duties. e.g. If the job title was Admin Assistant in B3, yet the respondent answered 
in B16 (in the altered questions suggested) they strongly agree that they needed a degree to 
perform the role, or even a degree in a specific subject.  
 
In-depth sample survey of 28-30-year-olds instead as fundamentally different approach  

A completely different approach also needs to be considered involving the above alternative 
questions being asked in a much more in-depth sample survey as opposed to a whole 
population of graduate’s survey. This could involve sampling of the population (grads and 
non-grads) of 28–30-year-olds, conducted by an interview and asking questions to gain data 
under 4 main headings: - 

i/ A level / BTEC (as a measure of their Prior Academic Attainment) 

ii / Degree taken (course and institution) if they are a graduate. 

iii / Current job (if any and if it is full or part time) – with a number of probing sub-questions 
designed to gauge the extent to which it is linked to the subject matter of degree (if they are 
a graduate) and whether it was genuinely necessary to study for a further three years to be 
able to perform the job. 

iv/ Current pay. 
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The justification to not survey adults beyond aged 30 is that after this point any future 
career success can’t be seen as a ‘graduate’ premium, as it is more a ‘going to work’ 
premium. Outside of certain professions such as medicine and engineering, what employer 
should really care anymore what your degree was once you’re over 30? They will be far 
more interested in your now proven work track record and experience gained in your first or 
second job. And also, how often do Graduates themselves ever genuinely use anything 
they’ve specifically learned in their degree in the workplace once they’ve gone beyond their 
first (or maybe 2nd) job, as by then it is all about work experience. 

In-depth data survey sampling by interview may be expensive and problematic information 
to gather due to a growing reluctance of the general public to take part in surveys, but if 
other surveys are ceased such as the HESA Graduate outcomes, then a new detailed sample 
survey of 28–30-year-olds could be justified in terms of time and effort involved to produce 
the data. 
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Misleading Type No 5 - There is a misguided notion that attempting to provide a 'blizzard' 
of granular individual course level data is going to provide useful data to prospective 
students 
 
The Discover Uni Website is already providing a great deal of data, using both the HESA 
Graduate outcomes survey and the LEO data in an attempt to show for each course the pay 
& employability outcomes and the extent of causation based on Graduate perceptions 
according to the answers to the HESA survey (e.g. G3 & B16 questions explained above) 
 

However, the website is not at all popular with prospective students and as such is 
completely failing to inform prospective student choices. This is evidence in the below HEPI 
article and demonstrated by a complete lack of website 'hits' compared to other sites. 
 

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2025/04/12/weekend-reading-imperfect-information-in-
higher-education/ 

 

 
 
 
Below is an extract from a 'Graduate Perceptions' page of Discover Uni for a randomly 
selected course that attempts to demonstrate the extent of the usefulness of studying for 
the degree on career outcomes as perceived by the graduate, and hence is an attempt at 
demonstrating the causal effect of the degree (this data derived from questions like G3 & 
B16 of the HESA outcomes survey which are investigated above). Looking at the confusing & 
woolly nature of the data, it is no surprise that prospective students are ignoring it, as it will 
appear as just meaningless details to the vast majority of prospective students. 

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2025/04/12/weekend-reading-imperfect-information-in-higher-education/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2025/04/12/weekend-reading-imperfect-information-in-higher-education/
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The DfE statisticians need to realise that it is simply not possible to glean reliable and useful 
data in this manner, and that to attempt to do so is giving a false impression of the 
usefulness and accuracy of the data. The reality is that it is very unlikely to persuade a 
student in their course choices and it is a false notion that it in any way represents a reliable 
way of 'proving' the extent of causation, and the outcomes that a prospective student can 
expect.  
  
Furthermore, the pay and employability figures shown - see screen shots below of a 
randomly selected course - are fundamentally misleading as they give you no clue as to 
whether the career outcomes of the graduate is in any way connected to the course 
studied, so the causal effect of the process of studying for the course is not demonstrated at 
all, yet anybody who does read it, is bound to think that the data should be read as if there a 
causal effect (this is explained fully in Misleading Issue No 2 above) 
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There are multiple problems in attempting to gain such granular data for each course i.e. 
failure to establish causation of pay and career outcomes being anything to do with the 
course, causation assumed even though not proved, small data sizes, data out of date if 
graduate left say 3 -5 years ago,  regular staff & curriculum & course changes, data 
sometimes collected by the HE sector themselves who have vested interest to show 'better' 
data, bias inherent in any survey created by the characteristics of students who tend to 
respond and those that don't,  increasingly lower response rates etc.  
 
Notwithstanding these problems, in 2026 the DfE, OfS & UCAS are doubling-down on 
providing granular course level data and intend to publish this data on UCAS (as stated in 
the Post 16 white paper - see Section 2 v above) and also use it as a way to evaluate 
individual courses as part of the OfS's role of monitoring course quality as part of the TEF 
(see Sect 2 iv above). And they are using the IFS report that the DfE commissioned ‘Using 
graduate earnings data in the regulation of higher providers’ as justification for this 
approach. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6835e6d01b586507b9e72b14/Using_graduate_earnings_data
_in_the_regulation_of_higher_education_providers.pdf  
 
But no matter how well it is dressed up and presented as useful credible data, prospective 
students are never going to look at course level data in any meaningful way, and the public's 
judgement will continue to be that it is not interesting or robust enough data and therefore 
will not perceive it to be useful in making course choices and it will be treated for what it is - 
i.e. just a blizzard of statistical 'junk' data that is best ignored (i.e. The same way that 
Discover Uni is being more or less completely ignored). 
 
The HE sector is regularly attacked for so-called Mickey Mouse courses, and perhaps the 
main purpose of this course level data from their perspective is that they can claim that they 
are providing credible and useful data to enable bad courses to be whittled out. So it is 
more of a convenient smokescreen to give the impression that it represents a solution to a 
perceived problem, when the reality is that precious little will ever be done with this data 
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and it is highly unlikely to result in any more than a handful of courses ever being closed 
down. It certainly won’t change prospectives student's choices of courses (as they won't 
look at it), nor will it serve to regulate the %HE participation rates to a sensible level as the 
% of school leavers choosing to become students each year is due to other factors. i.e. 
Societal notion that HE is a good thing and represents success, ease of application and 
availability of student loans, lack of availability of other options, what their grades are what 
University will accept them, the subject matter of the course and if this is of interest, the 
location of the University town and whether this appeals as a way to get away from parents, 
perceived discrimination against non-graduates, University life looks good fun and has 
become a default option etc. etc. 
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4 - Summary of Recommendations to improve Graduate outcome reporting 
 
I - The overall average graduate premium figure should never be displayed, calculated or 
mentioned in any report about the difference in pay between graduates and non-graduates 
so that it doesn't form part of public discourse as it is a highly misleading statistic (this 
currently includes the IFS Lifetime earnings report and the new Graduate & Postgraduate 
Labour Market Outcomes data due out in 2026). Instead, any attempt to show differences in 
pay should be broken down into cohorts of prior academic attainment - i.e. What is the 
difference in pay between a Graduate with 3 Cs at A-level and a non-graduate with 3 Cs.  
 
For the avoidance of doubt, even if any report does provide a breakdown by prior academic 
attainment; it shouldn't show the overall average as well, as otherwise the overall average 
figure will still end up being the main take-out statistic, and it will still be just as misleading. 
So the overall average figure has to be eliminated completely from any report. 
 
II - Make it clear that the reports do not prove causation.  
Understanding & proving the genuine causation effect of studying for three years on a 
person's ability to perform better in their career is complex, difficult, and it is simply 
impossible to prove definitely, so the statisticians need to admit this and stop pretending 
otherwise. On the whole, there is an underlying problem in that all the existing graduate 
career outcomes reports (inadvertently or otherwise) give the impression that they can and 
should be interpreted as if they aren't merely identifying correlations but instead are always 
indicative of a strong causation effect between the process of studying for a degree and 
career outcomes. Whereas in reality, a graduate may be recorded by the statistics at a 
certain pay & employability level, but it is nothing to do with the process of studying for 
three years ; and even if there is some kind of connection, the graduate could have just as 
easily taken another route to the same career outcome without spending three years 
studying and incurring the debt i.e. Starting work at 18 as a trainee, 3 years on the job 
training, a shorter course, informal apprenticeship etc.   
 
As such, to avoid the current wholesale misinterpretation of the data, then all Graduate 
career outcome statistics should come with the following prominently published caveat on 
every page of the data and in any summary: - 
 
"This data does not establish the extent of any causal link between the pay/employability of 
graduates & the fact that that graduate has undertaken the process of studying for a 
degree. It should be noted that it is very common for there may be no direct connection at all 
between the actual degree subject and the nature of the graduates career; and even where 
there may be some element of a connection, this data does not establish whether the same 
or different career outcome could have been achieved by starting work at 18 as a trainee 
and learnt on the job or taken a shorter course." 
 
III - The 2020 IFS report 'The impact of undergraduate degrees on lifetime earnings' should 
be withdrawn and not updated for 2026. It has played a leading role (possibly the lead role) 
in misleading the public about the value of the process of studying for a degree since its 
publication; in particular with its headline statistics of an average £130k/100K extra earnings 
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over lifetime for Men/Women; but my investigations have found it to be a fundamentally 
flawed report and it should be withdrawn by the DfE. It certainly shouldn't be updated in 
2026, as is currently planned, as the whole premise of the report is flawed. There is a real 
danger that, once again, the 2026 report will only serve to produce misleading, yet highly 
influential, headline statistics for the HE Sector to latch onto and claim it as a reason to 
persuade the public to continue sending as many school leavers into HE as possible. 
 
IV - HESA Outcome survey needs improving and/or replacing. The attempt at 
demonstrating causation within the HESA Graduate Outcome survey (data which is also 
used in Discover Uni) by asking Graduate views on how their career is connected to their 
studies is weak and gives rise to misleadingly overly high indicators of causation. The 
questions in the survey need to be re-designed along the lines of the examples suggested so 
that they give more robust data that shed more light on the genuine extent to which their 
resultant career can be deemed as consequential on the process of studying for a degree. 
 
Alternatively, a sample-based survey (rather than a survey of the whole population) of all 
28-30-year-olds (graduate and non-graduate), should be considered instead of the HESA 
survey. The premise of the survey will be to carry out in-depth phone interviews to find out 
prior academic attainment, job, pay and establish much more fully the nature and extent of 
the genuine causation effect of studying for the degree to the career and how the graduate 
now feels about how they may have fared if they had taken an alternative path to the same 
career (e.g. started as a trainee aged 18 instead) if it was possible to avoid the student debt. 
 
V - The whole premise of attempting to provide granular course level career outcome data 
should be questioned as it is unlikely to even be possible to obtain useful accurate robust 
data at a course level (not least of which it has the same underlying causation vs correlation 
problem, along with other issues regarding data collection and small sample sizes). 
Prospective students have so far 'voted with their feet' and shown little interest in the 
Discover Uni course level data. So the proposal to increase the use of course level data and 
show it in UCAS and for it to be included in the Office for Students (OfS) TEF data measuring 
student experience and outcomes is just as likely to result in it being ignored by prospective 
students. 
 
Course level data supposedly makes for informative decision making, but in reality, is 
unlikely to ever result in courses being closed down, nor a reduction in the level of %HE 
attendance. So it suits the HE sector that it can be held up as a supposedly ‘genuine' method 
of them being held to account by allowing transparent scrutiny of the data, but in reality, all 
it does is provide a blizzard of data that nobody does anything with, and it rarely makes a 
difference in terms of informing individual decision making and future Govt policy. 
 
The DfE should consider scrapping course level career outcome data as it is likely to 
continue to be ignored by prospective students, and accept that it is not necessary and 
concentrate resources making the new Graduate & Postgraduate Labour Market Outcomes 
data as robust, accurate and useful as possible. 
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VI - The staff within the public sector tasked with carrying out Graduate outcome statistics 
need to change their HE advocacy mindset. 
 
The overall problems with these statistics may also stem from the apparent HE advocacy 
bias prevalent amongst statistical staff working for the DfE, HESA, OfS, IFS and elsewhere. 
This bias has manifested itself below: -  
 
-The highly misleading overall average Graduate premium figure within the Graduate Labour 
Market Statistics figures was published 'under the noses' of dozens and dozens of govt 
statistical experts working within Graduate statistics every year for 17 years until a lay 
person like myself pointed out its obvious flaws. 
- The misleading overall average headline figures of extra lifetime earnings in IFS report of 
2020 has stood for five years unchallenged, but it should have been obvious that it was 
wrong to publish it in the first place. And the many other flaws of the IFS report that I have 
pointed out continue to be resisted and denied by the IFS and DfE, and instead they have 
doubled-down and decided to spend £75k updating the report in 2026 that is likely to result 
in another report with headline statistics that will fuel more high %HE participation. 
-The complete failure to realise the most fundamental issue with all statistics - i.e. That 
correlation doesn't prove causation - is highly relevant for graduate outcome statistics. This 
is indicative of a general prevailing feeling that "of course it is causation; we have no need to 
prove this, nor do we have any concern that the public will treat all of our reporting as if it is 
causation, because it is causation and also that entering HE can't possibly do them any harm 
anyway, so what’s the problem?" (e.g. the DfE have used the bogus ‘critical thinking' notion 
as one reason to justify this stance). 
- The weak & leading survey questions within HESA Outcomes that overstate the causal 
importance of degrees in future careers. 
-A lack of awareness of the inherent limitations of this type of statistical data to provide a 
full insight to a complex issue, and a propensity to attempt to solve this by just providing 
ever more detailed granular data that is more confusing & distracting than it is enlightening. 
-There is a general failure to be mindful of identifying the potential downsides of HE when 
deciding how best to design data-led reports and surveys. The statistical reporting shouldn't 
be concentrating on differences between outcomes between course choices, but also 
whether so many should choose university at all and inform decision making on whether the 
%HE participation was optimal and have an awareness of what role their statistical output 
should be having in directly affecting the HE market for the better. 
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5 - Recommendation to improve Govt decision making and stop the over-reliance on 
statistics to solve the market malfunction 
 
Graduate career outcome statistics are never going to solve the malfunctioning of the Mass 
HE market. Quite the reverse; as instead they act as a distraction from the obvious evidence 
now in plain sight of the harms of Mass HE, and as such they perpetuate the malfunction 
which is resulting in ever higher % participation rates. 
 
Even just a cursory glance through Appendix A should be all the information the Govt needs 
to realise that drastic intervention is required to fix the bloated Mass HE sector. Yet instead 
they are deluded by the fallacy that they will stop the HE market from malfunctioning by 
producing ever more detailed statistics. And worse than that, it is playing into the hands of 
the commercially driven HE sector as they know that no matter how much more the 
statistics are 'diced & sliced' and served up for scrutiny, it won't alter the HE sector's ability 
to keep the HE market stuck in a groove of incessant growth. Thus satisfying the HE sector's 
avarice and condemning hundreds of thousands of young adults to a lifetime of debt for a 
degree they don’t need and that hasn't genuinely helped their career. 
 
All of the recommendations in Section 4 should be carried out to reduce the types of 
statistics and improve those that remain.  But even if these improvements are made, there 
is a limit to what these statistics will ever produce in the way of answers to the complex 
issue of whether so many should go to University. Govt Graduate career outcome statistics 
are supposedly meant to root out poor courses and also enable school leavers to make 
better decisions and effectively self-regulate the %HE participation in accordance with the 
genuine value of the process for studying for a degree compared to the cost to the 
individual. This report demonstrates the shortfalls of these statistics and why their role in 
any supposed market self-regulation of the level of %HE will never work, and ironically 
produces the precise opposite effect as they provide a smokescreen for the bloated HE 
sector to hide behind. 
 
The perceived credibility of the detailed statistical data is allowing the HE sector to 
illegitimately take the stance that they have provided completely transparent data, and that 
young adults are still turning up to enrol in HE in their droves, so it proves how valuable 
their degrees are.  But it doesn't prove this at all as the reasons why school leavers 
themselves choose to go to University isn't directly to do with Graduate career outcome 
statistics, as they tend not  to look at them. But the reports are influencing their decisions 
indirectly as the headline statistics are influential in the media and with politicians and thus 
the overall positive message about HE ends up permeating down to them through societal 
messaging via their parents, teachers & their peers. They become indoctrinated in the 
notion that going to University represents success, and that there is a societal discrimination 
against non-graduates, and that University looks like the 'good fun' option and gets them 
away from their parents, that going to work aged 18 is some kind of failure (and that 
employers don't want them until they are older graduates anyway) etc. 
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The politicians need to take a step back from the falsely manipulated notion, claimed by the 
HE Sector and its supporters, that outcome statistics are going to solve the malfunctioning of 
the HE market (which always lead to too many graduates); and realise that deciding on the 
optimal %HE participation rate needs to be a political choice which gives due regard to the 
below home truths about HE: -  
 
A- That if you are not particularly academic, then it is highly questionable that another three 
years in academic education is the best use of your time and money - hence minimum 
academic entry standards have to be introduced. The HE sector are determined though to 
follow their growth agenda and continue to support a grotesque interpretation of the below 
Robbins principle (from way back in 1963) whereby 'qualified by ability' should be 
interpreted as having no genuine lower-level threshold of academic ability at all and that 
virtually everybody should qualify. 
 
 Robbins principle  - "courses of higher education should be available to anyone who is 
qualified by ability and attainment and wishes to pursue them" 
 
B - Nowhere near 50% of the jobs that need doing in our society need the job candidates to 
have spent an extra three years in study beyond 18 - hence drastic caps on student numbers 
need to be implemented. 
 
C- Learning on the job can be just as effective, and often more so, than classroom-based 
teaching, so we need employers to be prepared to take on more 18-year-olds.  Employers 
need to be banned from advertising jobs as graduate-only where studying 3 years for a 
degree isn't absolutely necessary. And even if an element of formal study is required, then 
shorter courses can work better, they can start at A-level instead of post-18, and can replace 
the need for the lazy default option of 3-year degrees for far too many of our young adults. 
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Appendix A – Newspaper Articles act as evidence of harmful 
Mass HE 
 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/nov/15/its-so-demoralising-uk-graduates-

exasperated-by-high-unemployment 

 
“None of my friends who’ve graduated have found a job that pays well and they’re 
happy in, and a lot of them are unemployed and still looking.” 

 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/11/08/work-vs-welfare-battle-tearing-britain-youth-

apart/ 

 
“Abi France, a 25-year-old from Oxfordshire, did everything expected of her. Hoping 
for a career in mental health care, she did a first degree in psychology, then a Masters 
in neuroscience. She amassed thousands of pounds of debt to do so, only to find that 
jobs were thin on the ground. It was demoralising, especially when so many of her 
generation are relying on welfare instead.” 

 

 

https://www.thetimes.com/business-money/companies/article/james-reed-graduate-jobs-no-

longer-a-given-fhnjk70hp 

 

“Does he think university is the right choice for everyone? “Having 50 per cent of 
school leavers going into higher education hasn’t made sense for some time. 
University’s a £100,000 decision, yet I think people almost sleepwalk into it 
without careful consideration.”  
 

 

https://www.thetimes.com/comment/columnists/article/fix-universities-or-students-will-

downgrade-you-cwpl9bzt6 

 

 

“For lots of subjects it is anyone’s guess whether studying for a particular degree 
at a particular university will develop their skills and professional capability more 
than three years of on-the-job training.” 

 

 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/consumer-affairs/why-three-bs-a-levels-never-pay-off-

student-loan/ 

 
“Students going to university with A-level grades below three Bs are most likely to 
spend a lifetime caught in the “graduate debt trap”, new analysis suggests.” 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/nov/15/its-so-demoralising-uk-graduates-exasperated-by-high-unemployment
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/nov/15/its-so-demoralising-uk-graduates-exasperated-by-high-unemployment
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/11/08/work-vs-welfare-battle-tearing-britain-youth-apart/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/11/08/work-vs-welfare-battle-tearing-britain-youth-apart/
https://www.thetimes.com/business-money/companies/article/james-reed-graduate-jobs-no-longer-a-given-fhnjk70hp
https://www.thetimes.com/business-money/companies/article/james-reed-graduate-jobs-no-longer-a-given-fhnjk70hp
https://www.thetimes.com/comment/columnists/article/fix-universities-or-students-will-downgrade-you-cwpl9bzt6
https://www.thetimes.com/comment/columnists/article/fix-universities-or-students-will-downgrade-you-cwpl9bzt6
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/consumer-affairs/why-three-bs-a-levels-never-pay-off-student-loan/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/consumer-affairs/why-three-bs-a-levels-never-pay-off-student-loan/
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https://inews.co.uk/inews-lifestyle/ive-applied-to-50-jobs-cant-get-an-interview-what-now-

3927688?srsltid=AfmBOoqfNdy5OiqMIG49S1U9f7l5XN0hk-

4O1_gDWOe4loeX_HmeY1B1 

 

“I had so much hope and optimism for how my life would be after my degree. But I 

graduated this time last year, and every month that goes by that I still can’t get a job, 

I lose more and more hope. I’ve applied to over 50 jobs in that time . . . . “ 

 

 

https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/graduate-student-loan-repayment-uk-job-

crisis-386q7fx6s 

 

“The number paying back student loans has fallen from 57,000 to under 45,000 amid a 
‘brutal’ jobs market” 

 

 

https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/hidden-cost-of-a-degree-lies-in-the-decline-

of-the-graduate-premium-f8hdpzkvq 

 

“Going to university no longer guarantees a significantly better salary, but it does land most students 
with a heap of debt at the start of their working lives” 

 

 

https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/arts-students-minimum-wage-data-

ktdh7xwwn 

 

‘A lifetime’s burden of debt’ 

The data has raised questions about the worth of many degrees and whether students are 

getting value for their tuition fees, which leave many in tens of thousands of pounds of debt. 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2025/sep/27/uk-graduates-student-loan-debt-sentences 

 

Sarah Pennells, Royal London’s consumer finance expert, says: “Six-figure 
student loan balances aren’t just numbers on a screen – they are delaying 
dreams, derailing savings plans and making it harder for young people to feel 
financially secure.” 

 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2025/sep/24/preparing-students-for-a-world-

shaped-by-artificial-intelligence 

 

many students don’t attend class (attendance is typically around 30%), don’t 
sit any in-person exams (which vanished with Covid and haven’t returned), 
and have their coursework (that is, 100% of their grade) written wholly or 
largely by AI. Perhaps over half of all students on arts and humanities courses 

https://inews.co.uk/inews-lifestyle/ive-applied-to-50-jobs-cant-get-an-interview-what-now-3927688?srsltid=AfmBOoqfNdy5OiqMIG49S1U9f7l5XN0hk-4O1_gDWOe4loeX_HmeY1B1
https://inews.co.uk/inews-lifestyle/ive-applied-to-50-jobs-cant-get-an-interview-what-now-3927688?srsltid=AfmBOoqfNdy5OiqMIG49S1U9f7l5XN0hk-4O1_gDWOe4loeX_HmeY1B1
https://inews.co.uk/inews-lifestyle/ive-applied-to-50-jobs-cant-get-an-interview-what-now-3927688?srsltid=AfmBOoqfNdy5OiqMIG49S1U9f7l5XN0hk-4O1_gDWOe4loeX_HmeY1B1
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/graduate-student-loan-repayment-uk-job-crisis-386q7fx6s
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/graduate-student-loan-repayment-uk-job-crisis-386q7fx6s
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/hidden-cost-of-a-degree-lies-in-the-decline-of-the-graduate-premium-f8hdpzkvq
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https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/arts-students-minimum-wage-data-ktdh7xwwn
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https://www.theguardian.com/money/2025/sep/27/uk-graduates-student-loan-debt-sentences
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2025/sep/24/preparing-students-for-a-world-shaped-by-artificial-intelligence
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2025/sep/24/preparing-students-for-a-world-shaped-by-artificial-intelligence
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fit this bill. They won’t get the top grades, but a good degree (a mid-2:1) is very 
gettable in this way. All that their degree certificate will guarantee is that they 
handed over nearly £30,000. 
 
Prof Mark Jago 
University of Nottingham 
 

 

https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/university-graduates-britain-jobs-economy-

tax-ai-vd2h5wnxr 

 

 

Figures from the Higher Education Statistics Agency show the average salary of 
new graduates this year is £28,500, only 10 per cent more than the minimum 
wage 

 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/depth/has-massification-driven-uk-higher-education-

end-road#comment-74446 

 

Has massification driven UK higher education to the end of the road? 

https://www.thetimes.com/comment/columnists/article/tell-us-how-much-graduates-really-
earn-3md6sj7zb 
 
Britain is well endowed with brilliant universities but also ropey ones whose courses leave 
alumni with plenty of debt and no salary advantage. Each year, tens of thousands of 
students embark on courses that pay so badly they’re likely to end up worse off than non-
graduates.  
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/08/14/fake-graduate-jobs-locking-school-leavers-
out-of-work/ 
 
A new report warns of ‘pretend’ opportunities for degree holders – low-skill roles 
saddling young people with debt for little gain 
 
 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/aug/14/university-teenagers-student-
debt-graduate-britain 
 

England’s present university system is in a terrible mess, chronically in need of 
a royal commission 
 
 
https://www.cityam.com/the-university-for-all-rhetoric-has-hurt-students-and-the-taxpayer/ 
 
But the world has shifted. The graduate premium is fading, job markets are crowded, 
and not every degree now leads to a more prosperous life 

https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/university-graduates-britain-jobs-economy-tax-ai-vd2h5wnxr
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/university-graduates-britain-jobs-economy-tax-ai-vd2h5wnxr
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/depth/has-massification-driven-uk-higher-education-end-road#comment-74446
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https://www.thetimes.com/comment/columnists/article/tell-us-how-much-graduates-really-earn-3md6sj7zb
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https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/aug/07/tuition-fees-rising-broken-
university-england-wales 
 
“Whichever way you slice it, paying back fees is tomorrow’s problem for the student” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2025/08/03/graduates-change-career-plans-ai-
upends-jobs-market/ 
 

“One in 10 graduates have already changed their career plans over fears that artificial 

intelligence (AI) will upend their job prospects.” 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/opinion/2025/07/28/mickey-mouse-degrees-

worthless/ 

“The results can now be seen. Students are running up huge debts, expecting their 

studies to amply reward them. But instead they end up finding themselves on 

benefits.” 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/07/28/more-than-630000-graduates-on-benefits/ 
 
“A total of 639,000 people with an honours degree or similar level qualification are 

claiming Universal Credit” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/07/27/death-of-uk-university-sector-is-nothing-to-
celebrate/ 
 

“ Fees and debt; limited teaching by demoralised lecturers; worries about mental 
health – none has reduced the annual flow towards higher education.” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/06/05/the-graduate-premium-is-a-myth/ 
 
“And the HE sector well knows the importance of maintaining the societal belief in 
the graduate premium to drive up their customer numbers. They are relentless in 
their efforts, issuing constant public comments, articles and self-commissioned 
reports, often via sympathetic think-tanks, claiming the limitless powers of HE to 

deliver a graduate premium to all who enrol.” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/05/31/public-misled-value-university-degree-
statistics-debt-loans/ 
 
“The public are being “misled” over the value of university education, the 
Government’s statistics watchdog has ruled” 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/aug/07/tuition-fees-rising-broken-university-england-wales
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/aug/07/tuition-fees-rising-broken-university-england-wales
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https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/05/07/record-number-of-universities-in-deficit/#:~:text=Telegraph%20analysis%20of%20the%20sector's,of%20the%20country's%20largest%20institutions.
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/06/05/the-graduate-premium-is-a-myth/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/jobs/schools-universities/the-degrees-where-graduate-pay-is-falling-the-fastest/
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“https://www.theguardian.com/money/2025/jul/13/student-debt-graduates-share-job-
hunting-woes-ai-fallout 

“Susie, from Sheffield, was unemployed for nine months after she graduated with a 
PhD last year, despite having applied to more than 700 jobs.” 

https://www.gbnews.com/opinion/universties-uk-palestine-tony-blair 
 
“Tony Blair's toxic legacy was shoved down my throat at a graduation.”  
 
https://inews.co.uk/opinion/university-waste-money-four-kids-going-3751744 
 
“Too many people go to university for the sake of it, encouraged by profit seeking 
institutions and a society that sees it as a “rite of passage”. As a result, it has become a 
waste of money for far too many young people.” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2025/04/23/the-man-who-proved-university-is-a-waste-
of-money/ 
 
“the official graduate premium statistics – the gap between what graduates earn 
compared to non-graduates – are flawed and that for a hefty proportion of 
teenagers, going to university is a colossal waste of money.” 
 
https://thetab.com/2025/07/10/if-going-to-university-has-taught-me-anything-its-that-a-
degree-alone-is-no-longer-enough 
 
“Despite her finance and accounting degree, along with a year in industry, it 
still took Caitlin 647 applications and 18 months to find a graduate role” 
 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2024/nov/10/englands-universities-flex-
their-muscles-to-hike-fees-while-students-get-a-bum-deal 
 
“Canny PR suggests critics are against aspiration but who is policing the spread of 
poor-quality degrees?” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/04/08/time-to-admit-we-need-fewer-students/ 
 
“Job opportunities for graduates are now falling faster than other roles. The great 
university con has been exposed” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/12/07/how-minimum-wage-obliterated-worth-of-
university-degree/ 
 
“With the mandatory pay rate matching starting salaries in many careers, middle-class 
graduates paying back student debts feel betrayed” 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2025/jul/13/student-debt-graduates-share-job-hunting-woes-ai-fallout
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https://www.theguardian.com/money/article/2024/aug/29/uk-graduates-struggle-job-
market 
 

“Graduates described “soul-destroying” job hunts in many apparently 
saturated fields spanning months or even years, companies that had “ghosted” 
applicants who had completed online assessments or taken months to 
respond, and being unable to land jobs they felt they were overqualified for.” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/family/life/45k-debt-no-job-end-british-university-degree-
worth-having/ 
 
“I feel that a few of my friends are trying to extend their youth a bit by delaying going to 
work,” he says. “Many of them aren’t that interested in their subjects.” 
 
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/record-competition-lower-salaries-tough-
graduate-job-market 

“Record competition, lower salaries in ‘tough’ graduate job market 

The Institute of Student Employers’ (ISE) annual survey records the highest number of 
applications per job since it first started collecting data in 1991” 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/jan/06/graduate-without-future-
politics-uk 
 

“Yet there is little mention of the graduate without a future, a group that first 
emerged after the 2010 student protests and continues to grow in numbers. 

Across the UK there are nearly 5 million graduates working in non-graduate roles. 
The much-vaunted graduate premium – the idea that graduates earn more than non-
graduates over their lifetime – is in drastic decline.” 

 
https://policyexchange.org.uk/blogs/time-to-ban-the-graduate-only-job-the-era-of-the-
indiscriminate-expansion-of-higher-education-is-at-an-end/ 
 
“The Government should now go further and consider banning employers from advertising graduate 
only jobs. There are many capable people who did not do well in school exams and, in recent years, 
have found themselves squeezed out of professional careers in which they could have flourished. 
Clearly people still require key skills but these can usually be acquired on the job and through routes 
other than full time study, as used to be the case” 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/labour-urged-halve-absurd-40-year-student-
loan-repayments/ 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/article/2024/aug/29/uk-graduates-struggle-job-market
https://www.theguardian.com/money/article/2024/aug/29/uk-graduates-struggle-job-market
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https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/series/the-graduate-without-a-future
https://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/adhocs/1443onslocalemployedgraduatesinnongraduaterolesinpartsoftheuk2021to2022/graduatesinnongraduaterolesbypartsoftheuk2021to2022.xlsx
https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/app/uploads/nathwani2024-05-23.pdf
https://policyexchange.org.uk/blogs/time-to-ban-the-graduate-only-job-the-era-of-the-indiscriminate-expansion-of-higher-education-is-at-an-end/
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“The student loan repayment term should be cut to 20 years and the debt should 

never rise, a former government adviser has said.” 
 
https://cps.org.uk/research/the-value-of-university/ 

“University students in England are being ripped off by the current tuition fee 
system. On average students are leaving university with £45,000 in debt – nearly 
50% more than the median graduate salary in the US.” 

“In a new report for the Centre for Policy Studies think tank, Conor Walsh argues 
that while the university sector has expanded hugely in recent decades, 
increasing student numbers has been prioritised at the expense of quality of 
courses and employment outcomes.” 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/father-four-students-i-think-far-too-many-people-
go-university 
“A-level results day celebrations belie a vicious spiral of demand for degrees that damages students 
and society” 

“we have bloated numbers of students in all subjects (Law is a good example of this; it is estimated 
that there are 6 times as many places on law courses as there are for the next step training places in 
Law courses to qualify as a solicitor)” 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2023/08/19/university-gillian-keegan-education-secretary/ 

“Gillian Keegan (then Education Secretary) is concerned that higher education is simply a 
default position for parents, teachers and students” 

 
https://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/opinion/columns/24581825.oxford-university-
students-speak-frustrating-job-market/ 
 

“It is certainly no secret that the current job market graduates face as they leave 
university is one of the toughest in years as fewer spots are available for roles. 

This leaves many graduates concerned about the probability of obtaining a job, never 
mind in an area which they love” 

https://wonkhe.com/blogs/maybe-too-many-people-go-to-university/ 

“Just because the existing system of high participation gives a graduate premium, it doesn’t 

necessarily follow that the current system is the optimal system, or that it proves that we need as high 

participation as possible.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/article/2024/aug/04/id-be-better-off-if-i-
hadnt-been-to-uni-uk-graduates-tell-of-lives-burdened-by-student-loans 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/student-money/student-finance-guide-loans-repayment-tuition-fees/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ajdhUDsFq0r52uWoMX5lE24mf7el80Yf/view
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/father-four-students-i-think-far-too-many-people-go-university
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https://wonkhe.com/blogs/maybe-too-many-people-go-to-university/
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“My student debt makes me not want to earn more, as my equivalent rate of tax would be 

38%,” she said. “I see not repaying my loan as an act of defiance.” 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2024/12/11/england-third-graduates-
feel-overqualified-job/ 

“Britain has too many graduates doing jobs they consider to be beneath them, a study 

has indicated” 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2024/sep/13/bankrupt-student-
mental-illness-britain-universities-young-people 

“Someone should ask if formal education should stop at 18 and a flexible 

concept of “further” education take over.” 

https://debatingmatters.com/topic/skills-gap-too-many-people-are-going-to-

university/ 

“According to Sir Peter Lampl, the founder and chairman of the Sutton 
Trust, ‘there are too many kids going to university. Too many graduates 
come out with a lot of debt, and in many cases they come out with skills 
that the marketplace doesn’t want “ 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/money/jobs/graduate-career-degree-university-
study-30511829 

“Less than half of graduates are working in a career that relates to their degree.” 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/jobs/schools-universities/140k-student-debt-

university-feels-like-scam/ 

“It just feels like a massive scam, the whole thing, and no one actually cares about 

what they are doing to the young generation.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2024/feb/11/why-go-to-
university-when-its-almost-impossible-to-pay-off-a-student-loan 

“Universities make it very hard to judge the value of their courses, yet it has never 

been more vital” 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2024/12/11/england-third-graduates-feel-overqualified-job/
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“We can’t look young people in the eye and tell them the degrees that are a 

prerequisite for so many jobs represent a good deal for them.”  

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/harsh-realities-uk-job-market-wake-up-call-

employers-sarah-bryer-frsa-58bie/ 

 

“Here’s another hard truth: the UK education system is churning out graduates with 

degrees that no longer match the needs of the market.” 
 
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/are-too-many-young-people-going-to-university/ 

 

"Unless you believe the somewhat unconvincing notion that UK school 

students have been getting steadily smarter, more sophisticated, and better 

educated each year, quality will decline, and entry standards will fall," said 

Tettenborn in The Spectator 

 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/08/06/young-people-have-

realised-university-is-a-con/ 

 
“Having noted that the average student now leaves university with an eye-watering 
debt of £48,470, and that many graduates end up in jobs that don’t actually require a 
degree, our astute teenagers have arrived at the sensible conclusion that – unless 
you’re doing a course that will lead directly to a secure and well-paid career, such as 
medicine – it’s no longer worth bothering.” 

 
https://www.cityam.com/the-debate-do-too-many-people-go-to-university/ 
 
“A strong proportion of graduates, particularly those that attended universities that 
were once polytechnics, are now working in non-graduate roles – leaving them 
saddled with around 30 grand worth of student debt, for something that could have 
been achieved three years earlier for free. The existence of this complete imbalance 
of skills to job requirements is clearly indicative that too many people go to 
university! “ 
 
“Give students more choice outside the university bracket, more help to make a 
decision aged 18, and be more honest about what is required to undergo a 
Bachelor’s degree. This would make a better country, and likely one in which fewer 
people went to university” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/jobs/inside-hellish-jobs-market-applicants-face-140-1-
odds/ 
 
“Almost six months, more than 100 job applications and around 10 interviews later, 
Malini, 22, had still not landed that coveted, first-step-on-the-ladder graduate job.” 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/harsh-realities-uk-job-market-wake-up-call-employers-sarah-bryer-frsa-58bie/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/harsh-realities-uk-job-market-wake-up-call-employers-sarah-bryer-frsa-58bie/
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“Competition has reached a fever pitch, with the average employer receiving 140 
applications per role, according to the Institute of Student Employers.” 
 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cx2j8v8wvrko 
 
“Studying for a masters degree in environmental science, Zach was inspired by the 
ambition of a better job, but renting on his own was "out of the question, unless you 
want to live in a shoe box", and buying still feels out of reach.” 

"It's getting harder to save. It feels like there is no hope getting on the housing ladder 
in London," he said.” 

 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/01/16/collapse-of-universities-would-be-great-
news-for-britain/ 
 
“We need to rethink the purpose of higher education. Sadly, we aren't going to do 

that until the current system falls apart” 
 
“Every autumn, far too many of our young people set off to rack up vast personal 
debt (on average, £45,000 each), in return for which they will receive ………. a sheet 
of paper confirming that they now hold an absolutely useless degree.” 

 
“I’m thinking of degrees that are more traditional, but ultimately just as worthless, 
such as philosophy, history of art and English literature.   
All fascinating subjects. But there’s no point in getting a degree in them. I should 
know” 
 
https://www.neilobrien.co.uk/p/higher-education-higher-costs 

“But young people in Britain have it tough, and the large repayments and high marginal rates 

they face are an important part of that” 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2024/12/17/graduates-struggle-to-find-work-

lack-of-jobs-britain/ 

 

“Faith-Hope Mbachu always dreamt of becoming a lawyer. So when she started her 

law degree at Nottingham Trent University, she felt excited and optimistic. 

Unfortunately, those feelings had disappeared by the time she graduated and entered 

the jobs market. “I’ve probably applied for 200 to 300 jobs if I’m being honest,” she 

says.” 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cx2j8v8wvrko
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/01/16/collapse-of-universities-would-be-great-news-for-britain/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/01/16/collapse-of-universities-would-be-great-news-for-britain/
https://www.neilobrien.co.uk/p/higher-education-higher-costs
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2024/12/17/graduates-struggle-to-find-work-lack-of-jobs-britain/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2024/12/17/graduates-struggle-to-find-work-lack-of-jobs-britain/
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https://conservativehome.com/2020/06/01/neil-obrien-rebalancing-higher-and-

technical-eduation-the-universities-should-reform-themselves-or-have-reform-forced-

on-them/ 

 

“But somewhere along the way we lost sight of the Robbins principle – which wasn’t 
“more students”, but places for those who can benefit” 

 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/business/england-highest-percentage-
overqualified-workers-34285219 
 
“When questioned about the high rates of overqualification and participation in higher 
education in England, Mr Schleicher stated: "I do think there are signs that the British 
university system has been overextending itself." 

 
https://www.economist.com/international/2024/11/18/is-your-masters-
degree-useless 

“New data show a shockingly high proportion of (Masters) courses are a waste of 
money” 

https://www.fenews.co.uk/skills/how-much-is-your-degree-
worth/#:~:text=The%20average%20graduate%20will%20earn%2023%25%20m
ore%20over%20their%20lifetime,do%20not%20study%20at%20university. 

“62% of British adults believe that a degree has no impact on earning potential” 
 
https://www.varsity.co.uk/news/28860 
 
“On top of this fewer than 40% of graduates see university as having paid off 
financially based on their current earnings, with 12% saying that a university career 
has made them financially worse off.” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2024/12/11/england-third-graduates-feel-
overqualified-job/ 
 
“Highly qualified graduates are earning markedly less than they would expect after years of 

study, OECD says” 
 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/tax/labour-betrayed-young-voters-face-70pc-tax-rises/ 
 
“ promise of a graduate wage premium barely exists. Nearly half of recent graduates and 
more than 30pc of non-recent graduates work in non-graduate jobs. Until employers signal 
that a degree is no longer a prerequisite, or that an apprenticeship is similarly valued to a 
degree, who would put any young person off seeking a degree qualification?”  

https://conservativehome.com/2020/06/01/neil-obrien-rebalancing-higher-and-technical-eduation-the-universities-should-reform-themselves-or-have-reform-forced-on-them/
https://conservativehome.com/2020/06/01/neil-obrien-rebalancing-higher-and-technical-eduation-the-universities-should-reform-themselves-or-have-reform-forced-on-them/
https://conservativehome.com/2020/06/01/neil-obrien-rebalancing-higher-and-technical-eduation-the-universities-should-reform-themselves-or-have-reform-forced-on-them/
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/business/england-highest-percentage-overqualified-workers-34285219
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/business/england-highest-percentage-overqualified-workers-34285219
https://www.economist.com/international/2024/11/18/is-your-masters-degree-useless
https://www.economist.com/international/2024/11/18/is-your-masters-degree-useless
https://www.fenews.co.uk/skills/how-much-is-your-degree-worth/#:~:text=The%20average%20graduate%20will%20earn%2023%25%20more%20over%20their%20lifetime,do%20not%20study%20at%20university
https://www.fenews.co.uk/skills/how-much-is-your-degree-worth/#:~:text=The%20average%20graduate%20will%20earn%2023%25%20more%20over%20their%20lifetime,do%20not%20study%20at%20university
https://www.fenews.co.uk/skills/how-much-is-your-degree-worth/#:~:text=The%20average%20graduate%20will%20earn%2023%25%20more%20over%20their%20lifetime,do%20not%20study%20at%20university
https://www.varsity.co.uk/news/28860
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2024/12/11/england-third-graduates-feel-overqualified-job/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2024/12/11/england-third-graduates-feel-overqualified-job/
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.telegraph.co.uk%2Fmoney%2Ftax%2Flabour-betrayed-young-voters-face-70pc-tax-rises%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C4cb2623cd3ba400d93de08dd03f55512%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638671074452572238%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Z5K8MQ1r86T2rnMYsuloL8AlMTUjaWFKAen0x%2Fc3jEA%3D&reserved=0
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/jobs/schools-universities/apprenticeships-with-university-beating-salaries-no-debt/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/jobs/schools-universities/apprenticeships-with-university-beating-salaries-no-debt/
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Appendix B – Correspondence with OSR regarding statistical 
anomaly 
 
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-paul-wiltshire-graduate-labour-
market-statistics/ 

 

The following email was sent to our casework function regarding Graduate Labour 
Market Statistics in March 2025. 

22 March 2025 

My case has been open for several months now and I would like to now focus in on 
one issue only in an effort to achieving a positive result. 

By far the biggest issue is that the Graduate Labour Market Statistics publishes a 
Graduate premium as an overall average only instead of breaking it down by prior 
academic attainment, which would be an effective way to measure marginal 
graduates’ premium. 

The RSS (in their comment in my report) and the IFS agree with me that we need 
better data regarding returns for marginal candidates. 

Just publishing the overall average Graduate Premium is dangerous and completely 
misleading and is resulting in serious harm to society with hundreds of thousands of 
young adults enticed by the HE Sector into getting degrees that only end them up in 
debt with no better career prospects. 

My published report should give you all the evidence that you need. However, I now 
present fresh evidence of a ‘statistical anomaly’. This is explained in the below email 
to the IFS along with the attached spreadsheet, which very clearly illustrates that this 
statistic should no longer be published until a way is found to publish the grad prem 
broken down by prior academic attainment and not just overall average. 

I call upon the Office for Statistics Regulation to intervene in this serious matter by 
requesting that the Graduate Labour Market Statistics in future should include a 
breakdown of the Grad Prem broken down by prior academic attainment. 

The phrase ‘Graduate Premium’ is used quite extensively, and I am sure has a 
different definition for different people. The only Govt stat that coins the phrase is the 
Graduate Labour Market Stats based on the LFS data. And it defines it as the 
difference between the Median average pay of Graduates less the Median average 
pay of non-grads. I have been working on my report for 9 months now and I remain 
astounded that I appear to be the only person who has noticed how staggeringly 
flawed this method of defining the graduate premium is, and by publishing it this way, 
how wide open it is to wilful misrepresentation. 

The spreadsheet below shows a couple of examples of how misleading this method 
of defining the Grad prem can be if you only report the overall average that is 

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-paul-wiltshire-graduate-labour-market-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-paul-wiltshire-graduate-labour-market-statistics/
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highlighted when you breakdown the Grad Prem into 10 bands of prior academic 
attainment * 

Scenario A – This shows the outcome if you have a population where the graduate 
pay is the same as non-graduate pay within ALL of the bands of prior academic 
attainment. i.e. A graduate with 3 A’s earns the same as a Non grad with 3 A’s, a 
graduate with 3 C’s earns the same as a non-graduate with 3 C’s etc. etc. So even 
though there is ZERO graduate premium for every single one of the prior academic 
attainment bands, then you still get a ‘healthy’ looking overall average Graduate 
Premium – in this case £10.8k. 

Scenario B – This shows the ridiculous situation that even if you have a population 
where the graduate pay is 10% LESS than non-graduate pay within ALL of the 
bands of prior academic attainment, then you still get a positive overall average 
Graduate Premium – in this case £6.8k. 

Scenario C- This shows a more realistic hypothetical scenario where grad pay is 
higher than non-grad pay in the higher prior academic attainment bands, but then 
Grads & Non grads pay converges as you drop down the academic bands and after 
around 30% they converge. It shows an overall grad prem of £11.2k, but only the top 
three bands actually are getting any premium at all. This shows that you need this 
10-band breakdown (and not just the overall average) because this will show where 
the convergence point occurs, and thus can be used to inform policy makers where 
line should be drawn in terms of %HE participation rates. 

* NB – For calculation purposes, this is based on the Mean average and not the 
median, but there will be a similar phenomenon if the median was used. 

So the problem lies in that if only one figure of the overall average grad prem is 
published then the mere existence of this being a positive figure is interpreted /mis-
interpreted as follows: – 

1 – Correct interpretation – People with higher academic ability (who on average will 
attend HE in higher numbers) on average earn more than those with lower academic 
ability (who on average will attend HE in lower numbers) 

2 – Incorrect Interpretation – Everybody should enter HE no matter what their level of 
prior academic attainment as they should all anticipate improving their pay in 
accordance with this average premium. i.e. Act as if everybody is going to be able to 
tap into this average grad prem no matter what their prior academic attainment and 
no matter how high the %HE participation rate rises. 

This incorrect interpretation completely ignores the inevitable consequences of 
diminishing marginal returns, and by publishing only the overall average, then the 
Graduate Labour Market Stats is effectively condoning this concept to be ignored. 

In my individual efforts to correct this situation, I have an open case raised at the 
moment that has been running since last summer with the Office for Statistics 
Regulation where I am attempting to get them to intervene and suggest to Govt 
policy makers that we need to urgently improve the data for marginal candidates by 
also publishing the Grad Prem by prior academic attainment (Case ref No 2024 / 101 
– The most consequential Statistical Misunderstanding of our generation). 
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Hypothetical Tables Illustrating Statistical Anomoly - based on 50% HE attendance

Scenario A - Grad Pay & Non-grad pay the same for all  bands of equal prior academic attainment 

10 equal sized bands 

of Prior Academic 

Attainment

% of 

attainment 

band who 

enter HE

Mean 

average 

Graduate Pay 

for Band

Weighted 

Amount for 

calculating 

overall Mean

% of 

attainment 

band who 

don't enter HE

Mean 

average Non-

Graduate 

Pay for Band

Weighted 

Amount for 

calculating 

overall Mean

Highest  - 1 97% £60.0 £58.2 3% £60.0 £1.8

2 92% £45.0 £41.4 8% £45.0 £3.6

3 85% £37.0 £31.5 15% £37.0 £5.6

4 80% £33.0 £26.4 20% £33.0 £6.6

5 75% £31.0 £23.3 25% £31.0 £7.8

6 45% £30.0 £13.5 55% £30.0 £16.5

7 15% £29.0 £4.4 85% £29.0 £24.7

8 4% £28.5 £1.1 96% £28.5 £27.4

9 2% £28.2 £0.6 98% £28.2 £27.6

Lowest - 10 1% £28.0 £0.3 99% £28.0 £27.7

Total 50% £40.4 50% £29.6

Overall Ave Grad Premium £10.8

Scenario B - Grad Pay 10% less than Non-grad pay for all bands of equal prior academic attainment 

10 equal sized bands 

of Prior Academic 

Attainment

% of 

attainment 

band who 

enter HE

Mean 

average 

Graduate Pay 

for Band

Weighted 

Amount for 

calculating 

overall Mean

% of 

attainment 

band who 

don't enter HE

Mean 

average Non-

Graduate 

Pay for Band

Weighted 

Amount for 

calculating 

overall Mean

Highest  - 1 97% £54.0 £52.4 3% £60.0 £1.8

2 92% £40.5 £37.3 8% £45.0 £3.6

3 85% £33.3 £28.3 15% £37.0 £5.6

4 80% £29.7 £23.8 20% £33.0 £6.6

5 75% £27.9 £20.9 25% £31.0 £7.8

6 45% £27.0 £12.2 55% £30.0 £16.5

7 15% £26.1 £3.9 85% £29.0 £24.7

8 4% £25.7 £1.0 96% £28.5 £27.4

9 2% £25.4 £0.5 98% £28.2 £27.6

Lowest - 10 1% £25.2 £0.3 99% £28.0 £27.7

Total 50% £36.4 50% £29.6

Overall Ave Grad Premium £6.8

Scenario C - Non-grad pay lower than Grad pay for higher prior academic attainment and converges

down to same pay as prior academic attainment falls

10 equal sized bands 

of Prior Academic 

Attainment

% of 

attainment 

band who 

enter HE

Mean 

average 

Graduate Pay 

for Band

Weighted 

Amount for 

calculating 

overall Mean

% of 

attainment 

band who 

don't enter HE

Mean 

average Non-

Graduate 

Pay for Band

Weighted 

Amount for 

calculating 

overall Mean

Highest  - 1 97% £60.0 £58.2 3% £37.0 £1.1

2 92% £45.0 £41.4 8% £35.0 £2.8

3 85% £37.0 £31.5 15% £34.0 £5.1

4 80% £33.0 £26.4 20% £33.0 £6.6

5 75% £31.0 £23.3 25% £31.0 £7.8

6 45% £30.0 £13.5 55% £30.0 £16.5

7 15% £29.0 £4.4 85% £29.0 £24.7

8 4% £28.5 £1.1 96% £28.5 £27.4

9 2% £28.2 £0.6 98% £28.2 £27.6

Lowest - 10 1% £28.0 £0.3 99% £28.0 £27.7

Total 50% £40.4 50% £29.2
`

Overall Ave Grad Premium £11.2

N.B. The above tables illustrates the anomoly working with Mean average. There will be a similar

anomaly for the Median average, but it will be less marked dependent on the spread of data

around the mean
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Appendix C - IFS employee appearance on BBC Radio 4 
programme 'Universities Challenged - Is it worth it?'   - 
Evaluation of Transcript 
 
Below is a transcript of an IFS employee’s contribution to a very recent Radio 4 
documentary. And below that is the same transcript, but with extra comments added 
in Red that I believe IFS employee should have said.  
 
Transcript 
 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m002jspm 
Minute 2:29 
 
Presenter: First things first. Is it, literally, financially worth it? 
 
IFS employee: The evidence we have is that for most students financially that will be a good 
decision for them. 
 
Presenter: Here’s XX from the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
 
IFS Employee: My colleagues looked at this back in 2020. And they estimated that really for 
most students going to university was a very good investment for boosting their lifetime 
earnings. So on average 80% of students could expect to gain financially, so could expect to 
earn more if they went to University than if they didn’t. That’s even accounting for the fact 
that they’ll pay extra tax, and they’ll have a student loan to repay. And on average men they 
thought, they estimate they’d be better off by around £130k over their lifetimes and 
Women by around £100k. 
 
Presenter: However, this graduate premium doesn’t work out for everyone 
 
IFS Employee: For some people who do go, we think around a fifth of them might be 
financially better off for themselves if they hadn’t gone. So that’s particularly common 
amongst courses like Creative Arts, so most men who do Creative Arts courses we estimate 
they might earn less over their lifetimes than if they hadn’t gone and done that course. 
 
Presenter: And regardless of how much you enjoy it, or whether it’s going to pay off in the 
future, it’s a lot of money 
 
REVISED TRANSCRIPT - with corrections & caveats that I believe should have been added 
in Red 
 
Presenter: First things first. Is it, literally, financially worth it? 
 

https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.co.uk%2Fsounds%2Fplay%2Fm002jspm&data=05%7C02%7C%7C349edbfaf7c544ccbf2408de0345a7f5%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C638951794854755297%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=nBIxOi0RxQ5%2BpfrStGJKLB31lS3rjVJA7iRCRMLEjJQ%3D&reserved=0
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IFS Employee: The evidence based on correlation we have is was that for most students 
financially that will be it was a good decision for them when %HE participation was around 
25-30% way back in the mid 2000's.  
 
Presenter: Here’s XX from the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
 
IFS Employee: My colleagues looked at this back in 2020, based on students graduating in 
the mid 2000's. And they estimated based on correlation that really for most students going 
to University was a very good investment for boosting their lifetime earnings.  So, back 
then on average 80% of students could expect to gain financially, so could expect to earn 
more if they went to University than if they didn’t, but you should be aware that our 
research doesn't actually prove categorically a causational effect, and that these graduates 
might have ended up earning just the same if they didn't attend University at all as other 
causation effects such as ambition, innate ability, social background , work ethic, 
opportunity etc. will also likely play a part in outcomes. Also, given that since the mid 2000's 
we have increased HE% participation with graduates drawn from those with lower prior 
academic attainment, who will earn less, then if we based the average at today’s %HE 
participation level then the % earning a lifetime premium would be likely be far less at 
around 60-70%. That’s even accounting for the fact that they’ll pay extra tax, and they’ll 
have a student loan to repay. And on average men they thought, they estimate they’d be 
better off by around £130k over their lifetimes and Women by around £100k. It should be 
noted though that these figures are based on a highly speculative mathematical model with 
broad brush assumptions, and are certainly not meant to be definitive statements of 
fact.  And our model actually works on the basis that becoming a graduate comes at nil cost 
for the average student despite the obvious costs that will be actually be incurred. And you 
also need to be aware that our figures are the Mean average, which is prone to distortion by 
the extreme graduates earning high salary figures, and that all other Govt statistics on 
Graduate Outcomes instead use the Median average to iron out this issue. If the Median 
was used then the average would be much lower at £70k. 
 
Presenter: However, this graduate premium doesn’t work out for everyone 
 
IFS Employee:  Back then, for some people who do did go, we think around a fifth of them 
might be have been financially better off for themselves if they hadn’t gone, but remember, 
this is a correlation and not proven causation. And for the same reasons given above, this is 
likely to have risen to 30-40% for students enrolling today as we have added more 
graduates with lower prior academic attainment since then. So that’s particularly common 
amongst courses like Creative Arts, so most men who do Creative Arts courses we estimate 
they might earn less over their lifetimes than if they hadn’t gone and done that course. 
 
Presenter: And regardless of how much you enjoy it, or whether it’s going to pay off in the 
future, it’s a lot of money 
 
 
 

 


