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1- Introduction & Context 
 
There are two reports commissioned by the DfE for the purpose of comparing the pay 
outcomes of graduates to non-graduates:- 
   
i -The IFS report (commissioned by the DfE) from 2020 and now also 2026 , 'New estimates 
of the impact of undergraduate degrees on lifetime earnings’. This 2026 report was 
announced as being re-commissioned in Sept 25 by the DfE which was 9 months after I 
started to send the IFS & DfE questions about the 2020 report. 
 
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/new-estimates-impact-undergraduate-degrees-lifetime-
earnings 
 
ii – The new annual Graduate Labour Market Outcomes (GLMO)  which replaced the 
Graduate Labour Market Statistics report. This was withdrawn as a direct result of my work 
as it was deemed to be misleading as it should have broken down the results into bands of 
prior academic attainment (PAA) 
 
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/graduate-labour-market-
outcomes-leo/2023-24#section-graduate-estimated-fte-salaries 
 
The DfE clearly see these as connected reports as they were both issued on the same day, 
June 25th. The GLMO is part of Official Statistics, but illogically, the IFS report isn't, as 
though it is commissioned by the DfE, it is not written by them. However, it is 'de facto' part 
of Official Statistics and it certainly is treated with the same level of status, and as such 
should come under the scrutiny of the Office for Statistics Regulation (OSR) under their 
discretionary powers. 
 
This appraisal specifically considers the extent to which the IFS has responded to my 
concerns about the 2020 report and also looks at anything else new in the 2026 report. 
 
Both the 2020 & 2026 report are based on English domiciled graduates from the mid 2000’s, 
i.e. Over 20 years ago which was an era when the %HE participation was a lot lower than 
today and the average PAA standards were far higher. However, the 2020 report has been 
regularly quoted right up to the current day as if it has lost no relevance for today’s 
potential students deciding whether to enter HE, nor has it lost any influence in deciding 
policy on the success or otherwise of the policy of Mass HE. Though the 2026 report is based 
on the same 2002 cohort it does carry out an exercise to extrapolate the report's findings 
for a 2022 cohort in an attempt to make it  more relevant for today's graduates rather than 
just a retrospective exercise looking at graduates from a different era. 
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2 – Main issues / errors with the report that would significantly change the published 
results 
 

 
Issue I - The modelling for the report is hugely complicated and the results are 
speculative- yet it is destined to be treated as a definitive statement of fact. 
 
The model attempts to compare the lifetime career earnings of individuals with similar pre-
existing attributes for those who attend HE and those whose don’t by drawing upon many 
data sources. However, they recognise it will not be possible to allow for all factors and this 
is explored in detail in Chapter 6 of the report.  
 

“This is not a straightforward exercise and the resulting estimates are subject to important 

limitations and several sources of uncertainty.”  
 
Attempting to build a model that measures net lifetime earnings will be inevitably based on 
many, sometimes sweeping, assumptions. However, as these reports have been written by 
the highly respected IFS then the over-arching impression of the report to the layman 
reader (which includes the media and politicians) is that the report is a ‘definitive’ exercise 
in demonstrating the career lifetime earnings of graduates compared to non-graduates and 
can be unquestionably relied upon.  

 
Issue II – The main headline findings of £109k (Men) & £90k (Women) increased earnings 
are still an overall average which has been deemed by the OSR (in relation to the GLMS) to 
be misleading 
 

 
 
The main reason why the GLMS data was withdrawn was that it was deemed by the OSR 
that the Graduate Premium data should be able to be broken down by PAA and not just be 
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presented as a misleading overall average. So for the DfE to allow this IFS report to still 
headline with an overall average is inconsistent as the overall average is similarly 
misleading.  (Though it isn't an overall average in the same way as the old GLMS report , as 
it is an overall average of the differences in earnings of Graduates and non-graduates, 
whereas the GLMS misleading figure was the difference between the overall average  of 
graduates pay and the overall average of non-graduates pay). 
 
The report does specifically state that those with low PAA are getting lower net lifetime 
earnings (see table below) so it would be  useful to see this data laid out more clearly into 
bands of PAA (see below spreadsheet showing a proposal to instead have 10 deciles of PAA 
bands). 
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NB.  At the extremes of the PAA scale, in the low and high deciles, then there will be a data 
imbalance where hardly any with high PAA will be non-graduates and hardly any low PAA 
will become graduates. Hence no data should be published for these as it will be statistically 
unsound. 
 

 
Issue III- The report's attempt to extrapolate forward and predict results for the 2022 
cohort are not credible with regards to the change to the increase of graduates with lower 
PAA over the period from 2002 to 2022 
 

 
 
The above table of results show that the IFS predict that the mean average will not change a 
great deal from the 2002 cohort to the 2022 cohort. The report also makes clear statements 
as follows :  
 
“..we do not find any evidence that the graduate premium has declined for later cohorts” 
 
“Today’s students have lower average prior attainment than in the 2002 GCSE cohort, which 

would tend to push down average returns. But this has been largely offset by a shift towards 

higher-return subjects – particularly among men. Reweighting our main estimates to reflect 

the characteristics and subject mix of the 2022 university entry cohort suggests that average 

Median Average of Net Lifetime 

Earnings in deciles based on

Prior Academic attainment

Men Women Total

Decile 1

Decile 2

Decile 3 X X X

Decile 4 X X X

Decile 5 X X X

Decile 6 X X X

Decile 7 X X X

Decile 8 X X X

Decile 9

Decile 10
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returns may, if anything, be slightly higher today than for the 2002 GCSE cohort, although 

this conclusion rests on the strong assumption that returns within subject–institution–

background cells have not changed.” 
 
These statements defy logic & reason and are in conflict with clear evidence from other data 
sources that no matter what subject choices might have been made, the overall average net 
returns have fallen in the last 20 years due to lower PAA graduates being added to the pool 
of graduates. The graph below demonstrates this phenomenon along with the below 
statement: -  
 

“The expansion has instead been concentrated amongst students with lower GCSE 

attainment.” 
 

 
  
 
 
 
So for the 2002 cohort, when there was say 20-25% overall  HE participation, those entering 
HE would be made up of, for arguments sake, those with at least B's & C's at A-level. 
Yet when you then look at the 2022 cohort and the HE participation is more like 40-45% , it 
now draws into the pool of graduates far more with D's , E's and BTEC's. 
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The IFS report concedes the concept that within the 2002 cohort , those lower down the 
PAA scale, experienced poorer net lifetime returns (see statement below) 
 
 “Mean individual returns for low-prior-attainment women are around 80% of those for the 

full sample of women, but for men the equivalent figure is around 33%. “ 

 
But the fact that the larger pool of graduates in 2022 will have lower overall average PAA, 
doesn’t alter that they claim that somehow this won't then result in the 2022 cohort having 
any worse overall average net lifetime earnings. This defies logic and is simply impossible. 
 
One other measure of the overall average Graduate Premium figures over a similar time 
period is the old version of the GLMS which has fallen steadily since 2007. The below is a 
spreadsheet extract from my analysis.  Though this is a different method of working out 
differences in pay outcomes, this steady decline is consistent with the logic that when you 
add those the lower PAA then no matter how you measure the overall average difference, it 
can’t fail to come down. 
 
https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Why-is-the-average-Graduate-
Premium-Falling.pdf 
 

 
 
 
And the below data shows that the earnings of graduates is clearly correlated with levels of  
PAA as per this table derived from the LEO database, which again acts as strong 
collaborative evidence that the overall average net earnings must fall when you add lower 
earning graduates with the lower PAA of D's ,E's & Btec's as HE% participation rises. 
 

https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Why-is-the-average-Graduate-Premium-Falling.pdf
https://universitywatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Why-is-the-average-Graduate-Premium-Falling.pdf
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So this renders the whole Sections 8 & 9 as unreliable as the IFS must have errors in their 
modelling or data sets for them to reach the illogical conclusion that the overall average net 
lifetime earnings won't come down when you lower the PAA mix of the graduates. As I do 
not have access to the detailed data, nor fully understand the modelling, I don’t know 
where the error lies, but perhaps their self-declared 'strong assumption' about what their 
assertions rely upon are the problem (but if not this, there must be an error elsewhere) : -  
 
"… although this conclusion rests on the strong assumption that returns within subject–

institution–background cells have not changed.”  

 

 
Issue IV – The costs of gaining a degree are materially understated as they don't include 
any of the costs associated with living away from home whilst a student. 
 
The report states the below – Point 21 
 
“Maintenance loan receipts are treated as income to the student during the period 
of study, with repayments captured separately over the life cycle. An alternative 
approach would be to net maintenance loans off against an estimate of the 
additional living costs associated with attending university, such as student 
accommodation and course materials. We do not take this approach for three 
reasons: we do not net off work-related costs, such as commuting or relocation 
expenses, on the counterfactual side of the comparison; much of the additional 
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expenditure associated with living away from home to study reflects, at least to 
some extent, choices over housing quality and location rather than unavoidable 
costs of participation in HE and will have some ‘consumption value’ to students 
(or their parents); and there are not good official data sources available on 
unavoidable differences in living costs between people who do and do not attend 
HE.” 
 
This means that the extra cost of living away from home as a student will not be included at 
all. This will include the rent, the share of the bills, the extra food costs which will be 
relatively so much higher than the food costs when living at home and the far higher 
'entertainment' & socialising . It easily adds up to an extra £15k or even £20k per year to live 
away.  So three years adds up to anywhere from £45k to £60k.   
 
Figures from the ONS state the following : -  
"Around 68% to 70% of young adults in their early 20s (ages 20-23) live with their parents. 
While the Office for National Statistics (ONS) does not track non-graduates of this specific 
age as an isolated standalone figure, ONS data highlights that individuals with no higher 
education qualifications are significantly more likely to remain in the family home. [1, 2]" 
 
And even then, those non graduates who do live away from home, might just move 
somewhere within the vicinity if they are given the opportunity with cheap accommodation 
for whatever reason, and it is nothing like the same cost involved as living in a completely 
new town say some 200 miles away. 
 
It is quite correct for the cost of £45-£60k not be included fully as it has to be an average 
due to the above two factors: i.e. not all students live away from home & some 18-21 year 
olds non-graduates will live away from home. But I would say that perhaps putting in 50% of 
the costs would be reasonable , so this gives around £25k to be added on to the average 
cost and will reduce net earnings . This would make a material difference to the results. 
 
Issue V - Mean Average is used and not the Median Average 
 
Unlike the other graduate pay reports that are part of Official Statistics (HESA Graduate 
Outcomes Survey  & GLMO) this report chooses to prioritise reporting the Mean average 
rather than the Median Average. The Mean average with regard to graduate career pay will 
be skewed by a relatively small number of extreme higher earners which is why, for good 
reason, the Median average is the preferred measure. There is no justifiable reason to use 
the Mean as the headline, and it can only be assumed that it is used because it is higher 
than the Median which is £63k instead of £99k (see below table) overall to give a better 
impression of the difference with regards to the value of becoming a Graduate. 
  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/datasets/youngadultslivingwiththeirparents
https://cls.ucl.ac.uk/gen-z-more-likely-to-live-with-parents-in-early-20s-than-previous-generations/
https://www.cpc.ac.uk/res/docs/BP7_Living_Arrangements_of_Young_Adults_in_the_UK.pdf
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Issue VI - Costs of unpaid student loan write-offs not taken into account or even 
quantified 

The calculation for net lifetime earnings ignores the fact that the general taxpayer will have 
to bear the cost of the loan write-offs for the graduates who achieve lower earnings, who 
will be destined to leave a large balance unpaid. So perhaps an average student loan write-
off figure could be stated alongside the the net lifetime earnings figure to put the figure into 
context. 

Issue VII- Correlation doesn’t prove Causation  

The report is based on showing any correlation that may exist between the level of career 
pay and whether you spend three more years in study to become a graduate or enter the 
workforce aged 18 instead as a non-graduate. So whilst it may be a safe assumption that 
there is also a causation effect to a certain extent; crucially the extent of the causation is not 
quantified or proven and it could be as little as 0% in many cases. The report itself states the 
following: 

“However, our methodology is unlikely to recover the precise causal effect of attending HE 

for the cohorts we study. In particular, there may be other unobserved characteristics that 

both determine selection into HE and degree choice, and have an independent effect on 

earnings.” 

“It is typically assumed that a rich selection on observables approach such as ours will 

somewhat overstate the true causal returns to HE, although this is not certain” 

Below are just 2 of the reasons why the exact extent of causation needs to be properly 
investigated as opposed to just publishing reports based on correlation alone leading 
readers to mistakenly assume that  studying for an extra 3 years has a ‘cast-iron’ causation 
effect on pay outcomes. 

I/The majority of graduates will end up in jobs that have no-link at all (or perhaps only a 
tenuous link) to the degree they have studied. E.g. A Middle manager in the retail sector 
may have a degree in Law. 
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II/It is perfectly feasible that the graduate may have been able to perform just as well as a 
Middle manager without first studying 3 years for a degree at all in any subject and instead 
started work as a trainee aged 18, so the degree wasn’t in fact even necessary. 

Despite the Limitation statements made in the IFS report, the over-riding premise of the 
report, and crucially how it will be considered by the public, is based on an assumption that 
for 'every' graduate ,then the process of studying for three years is the dominant causation 
effect over their pay outcomes. Though this assumption is common with all current reports 
on Graduate outcomes, this report takes the assumed premise of causation to an extreme 
level by assuming that the process of 3 years of study in the dominant causation factor over 
a whole lifetime of earnings, which is highly debatable and just not credible. And whether 
the premise of the report should ever have been commissioned in these terms,  given this 
lack of proven causation, needs to be questioned.  

Issue  VIII -The Limitations discussed In Section 6 mentions multiple causal factors at 
play, but fails to state that 1/ greater ambition of Graduates , and 2/ jobs market 
prejudice against non-graduates will be the most significant 

“However, our methodology is unlikely to recover the precise causal effect of attending HE 

for the cohorts we study. In particular, there may be other unobserved characteristics that 

both determine selection into HE and degree choice, and have an independent effect on 

earnings. In theory, this bias could go in either direction. On the one hand, unobserved 

characteristics such as ambition might make people more likely to go to university and might 

have an independent positive effect on earnings. This would lead to higher estimated returns 

to HE using our method than the true causal return” 

The above quote is entirely correct to mention ambition as a significant factor. e.g. If you 
have two school leavers with the same PAA , but one is more ambitious to earn in a higher 
paying career than the other, then the more ambitious school leaver is far more likely to 
also choose to go to University as societies' signalling is that this is the best route to a better 
paid career. So the decision on whether to go to University has a tendency to divide school 
leavers into those that are ambitious compared to those less ambitious. So that the 
increased earnings of graduates will also reflect a higher pre-existing level of ambition as 
well as any supposed difference that spending three extra years in study made. 

But there is another significant factor that artificially inflates graduate earnings compared to 
non-graduates that  follows on from this that is not mentioned, which is that the jobs 
market venerates graduates and is prejudiced against non-graduates, though a degree is 
often no more than an expensive ticket of entry. This has led to virtually all the mid to high 
paying jobs,  being exclusively offered to Graduates only. And this is despite the fact that 
more often than not the job candidate didn't genuinely need to have spent three extra years 
in study, and/or the job isn't connected to the course subject. This is also linked to the 
ambition 'marker', as the reason that employers will favour graduates even for the most 
basic trainee roles, as they perceive them as being more ambitious, conformist & 
dependable. It is also a factor that employers will prefer graduates simply because they will 
be at least 21 years-old, so will be more mature than 18-year-olds ; and with the relatively 
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higher minimum wage levels for 18-year-olds, then they have little incentive to employ 
them for even the most basic trainee roles if they cost almost as much as a 21-year-old 
graduate. 

So if these two causal factors could be isolated, and we were able to compare graduates & 
non-graduates with the same level of PAA, ambition and equal opportunity in the jobs 
market, then the observed difference in net lifetime earnings would reduce significantly. 
There will of course be many other factors that could distort differences between pay of 
graduates and non-graduates in either direction, but these two factors are by far the most 
significant and both will artificially increase the pay of graduates when compared to non-
graduates. 

The IFS report will be more affected than the GLMO as its data includes both those working 
and not working, as opposed to the GLMO data which eliminates those that are not in 
sustained employment. So the GLMO data makes an attempt to compare only those who 
are intent on working and/or able to work and/or can get a job to eliminate the ambition 
factor to a certain extent, but the IFS data doesn’t. 

The IFS statement above should then instead state that these two factors will likely be the 
most significant and will potentially significantly overstate the net earnings figures.  It could 
be argued that a reduction of the difference in pay should be introduced into the model to 
allow for these two factors in an attempt to isolate and eliminate what will be a material 
effect; though it is impossible to quantify this exactly, a difference of £20k wouldn't be over-
stating the distortion caused by this issue.  

Issue IX- The statements on 'Lifetime Exchequer Returns' and  on overall cost to the tax 
payer taking into account tax revenues for HMRC from graduates is less relevant and 
misleading and I believe shouldn't be published. 

It is difficult to understand all of modelling and the assumptions made about HMRC returns, 
but this will be highly speculative and it seems wrong to assume that tax revenues of 
graduates are down to the fact they have studied for a degree, rather than just that they are 
innately academically able and ambitious; so the tax revenue would have been paid anyway 
if they had entered the workforce as a trainee without a degree. It can be argued that most 
of the jobs that society needs doing would still have been done anyway, by the same set of 
people, it’s just that they wouldn’t have gone to University first, so the tax take can’t be 
solely attributed to being achieved by virtue of the HE sector. In any event, attempting to 
calculate this is highly complicated and can’t be relied upon as accurate, and I question 
whether the results are ever going to have much value, nor should they ever influence Govt 
HE policy one way or the other. 
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3 –The IFS report is destined to be the most widely quoted report on Graduate outcomes 
and relied upon by mainstream. It is questionable as to why the DfE would choose to sub-
contract this to a Think tank as they could be prone to Ideology and a political agenda 
 
Since it’s initial 2020 release, the headline findings of this report have been by far the most 
quoted and referenced with regards to graduate pay outcomes, making it the most 
influential report in political debate on this issue.  
 
The main headline that is repeated time and time again is this one from an IFS press release 
about the 2020 report:   
 

“Going to university is a very good investment for most students. Over their working lives, 

men will be £130,000 better off on average by going to university after taxes, student loan 

repayments and foregone earnings are taken into account. For women, this figure is 

£100,000.” 
 
https://ifs.org.uk/news/most-students-get-big-pay-going-university-some-would-be-better-
financially-if-they-hadnt-done 
 

The conclusion to the 2026 report is similarly positive about HE : -  
 
“We estimate that the average undergraduate degree in England is a financially worthwhile 

investment for both individuals and the taxpayer. We estimate large gross lifetime earnings 

returns to attending university for individuals who took their GCSEs in 2002: they can expect 

to earn substantially more on average over their working lives than if they had not attended 

university…….– we estimate mean individual lifetime returns are around £90,000 for women 

and £109,000 for men in 2025/26 prices, …….The vast majority of graduates – 81% of 

women and 69% of men – can expect to be better off financially than a similar young person 

who did not go to university,…... 
 

And UUK & The Russell Group have wasted no time in quoting similar main headlines from 
the 2026 report, which is indicative that these figures will be the main ones that resonate in 
the years to come and will act as an effective devise to crush any dissenting voices 
concerned about Mass HEby the HE sector that has been set-up specifically to have a 
commercial incentive to seek profitable activities and growth. 
 
“This robust analysis from IFS, showing the average graduate is £100,000 better 
off over their lifetime because of their degree, is a reminder of the continued high 
value of a university education for most students.” 
 
https://www.russellgroup.ac.uk/news/new-ifs-analysis-graduate-earnings-data 
 
“ evidence is clear that a university degree still pays off in a big way for the large 
majority of people – and that the Treasury makes a strong return on investing in 
students. The graduate premium is holding up, despite growth in the minimum wage 
and the generally poor performance of the economy which has held back wage 
growth. “ 
 

https://ifs.org.uk/news/most-students-get-big-pay-going-university-some-would-be-better-financially-if-they-hadnt-done
https://ifs.org.uk/news/most-students-get-big-pay-going-university-some-would-be-better-financially-if-they-hadnt-done
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https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/news/universities-uk-responds-ifs-report 
 
 A number of newspaper articles did pick out a more negative headline from the IFS report 
with the statistic that one in four graduates will be worse off for having attended university 
and have negative net lifetime earnings, even though this statistic is not the one that the IFS 
choose to make a great deal off. But the 2020 report had a similar outcome in that one in 
five were found to have negative lifetime earnings, but this finding hasn't resonated for the 
last 6 years anything like as much as the headline extra earnings figures of £130k / £100k, 
nor has it held back demand for HE. So the same thing is likely to happen with this one in 
four statistic i.e. It will be insignificant against the £99k average extra net lifetime earnings 
headline claim, and demand for HE will continue to be successfully stoked up. 
 
The issue of lower returns with regards to PAA is  particularly relevant politically given that 
the Govt is currently considering introducing  minimum academic entry requirements. 
 
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/minimum-entry-consultation-be-held-
autumn-dfe-confirms 
 

“Minimum entry consultation to be held in the autumn, DfE confirms” 

The IFS has previously produced reports on the issue of minimum academic entry standards, 
and from the quote below is it clear where their sympathies lie.  
 
"The impact of student loan minimum eligibility requirements” – 2022 

 

https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/output_url_files/IFSBN343-The-impact-of-student-loan-
minimum-eligibility-requirements.pdf 
 
“If the government’s aim is indeed to prevent students from going to university who not are 

not equipped to benefit from degree study, it is not clear that the MER proposed would 

achieve this – or at least it might do so but only at the cost of excluding many who would 

experience good degree outcomes. Additionally, unless it is set at such a low level as to affect 

virtually no one, a blanket MER would disproportionately affect groups of students who are 

already under-represented in higher education. This would be at odds with other government 

policy objectives to ensure equal access to higher education irrespective of student 

background” 
 
Furthermore, a cursory look at the IFS website shows the four most recent Podcasts are 
about 'Inequality' which appears to have become a defining mantra for their work. 
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By commissioning the Net lifetime earnings report to the IFS, the DfEhas put them into a 
position to devise and publish a report destined to be hugely influential. So that it could  
potentially push a political agenda supporting the Mass HE concept of equality & inclusion 
and be ideologically inclined to encourage low PAA school leavers to attend University. 
 
The wisdom of contracting this work to the IFS / any Think tank is discussed in the below 
Wonkhe Article 
 
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/why-does-dfe-subcontract-graduate-statistics-to-the-ifs/ 
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Section 4 - Results, Summary & Conclusion 
 
The IFS report quite rightly states the importance of graduate outcomes statistics 
 

“With around half of young people in England now entering university, evidence on these 

questions is as important as ever both for individuals deciding whether, where and what to 

study, and for policymakers concerned with financing higher education.” 

 
But recognises the difficulties of providing reliable data with regards to their attempts at 
calculating net lifetime returns:- 
 

"We emphasise that this is a particularly speculative exercise.”  

This appraisal demonstrates that the IFS report is not only highly speculative, but that it's 
modelling is flawed, the methodology is unavoidably crude and there are arguably material 
errors. All in all, the report is so problematic, that it's attempt to show the difference in pay 
of graduates or non-graduates that is attributable to the process of studying for three years, 
is unreliable and shouldn't even have been attempted. Ironically though, it is destined to be 
treated reverentially by the general public as if it is a definitive statement of absolute fact 
that on average the net lifetime earnings is £99k greater for Graduates, and that 'everybody' 
can anticipate to achieve this. 

Furthermore, The IFS report quite rightly also states the following : -  
 
“Given the dramatic expansion in the number of young people attending university in 

England over recent decades, the returns for students with lower prior attainment (who are 

closer to being ‘academically marginal’) are of particular interest.”   
 
It is remarkable then that the IFS has decreed that the increase in %HE participation that has 
occurred from 2002 to 2022, along with the inevitable lowering of average PAA for the 
population of graduates, will have no effect on overall average net lifetime earnings when 
the results are projected forward. This is in spite of the clear contradictory evidence 
observed elsewhere, that graduates’ returns have reduced over this period, and 
notwithstanding the clear logic and reason that it is simply impossible to lower the average 
PAA , with those marginal graduates added earning far less as %HE participation rises; but 
then for the average Net lifetime earnings not go down. 
 
If the errors and issues highlighted within Section 2 were taken into account this would 
significantly change the headline £99k outcome of the report - see below spreadsheet 
where the overall average could well reduce to negative net lifetime earnings of minus £12k 
when extrapolated for the 2022 cohort. 
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With the above adjustments to the figures, then the existing data that 1 in 4 graduates have 
negative lifetime earnings would increase to 1 in 2 graduates once you project forward to 
the 2022 cohort. And if the IFS were to produce a table in the format suggested in Issue II, 
which breaks down the overall average into bandings of PAA, then it would show that those 
outside of the top 20% PAA were the ones highly likely to suffer net negative lifetime 
earnings. This would demonstrate that the expansion of HE, to include those with ever 
lower PAA , over the last 30 years has been a  financial failure for those with lower PAA, who 
will be destined to earn no extra pay compared to those  non-graduates with the same PAA. 
 
Due to the many fundamental flaws of the whole premise of this report, the DfE should 
withdraw both this 2026 report and the earlier 2020 report on Net lifetime earnings. Failing 
that, the report should at least be revised to correct the specific issues this report raises as 
shown above. In any event, the DfE should not in future commission the IFS, nor any other 

Table showing effect of adjustments suggested 

to IFS figures

Adjustment 

amount £'k

Average 

Net 

Lifetime 

Earnings 

£'k

Ratio of 

those with 

negative 

net 

lifetime 

earnings

2026 IFS report for 2002 cohort - Mean Average £99 1 : 4

Adjustments

Issue V-- Use Median average  instead of Mean £63

Issue IV- Include Cost of living away from home -£25

Issue VIII Elimination of Ambition & Prejudice 

factors * -£20

Adjusted estimate net lifetime earnings for 2002 

Cohort £18 1 : 3

Issue III Reduction due to increase of those with 

low PAA  from 2002 to 2022 * -£30

Adjusted estimate net lifetime earnings 

projected for 2022 Cohort -£12 1 : 2

*  Due to lack of credible / available data, It is not possible to include a 

calculated estimate. Instead  a reasonable estimate for each is included. 
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third party Think Tanks, to carry out any work on Graduate Outcomes data due to the 
potential for ideology and a political agenda, and instead should rely on their own in-house 
staff controlled and employed by the DfE, and crucially unambiguously under the regulatory 
control of the OSR. 
 


