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OPEN LETTER 
 
Re: IFS report – The impact of undergraduate degrees on lifetime earnings 
 
Dear Ms Miller, 
 
As you are aware, I have significant concerns about this report and I have spent 18 months making 
repeated attempts via the OSR & DfE to have it withdrawn. So far, I have failed; and instead, there 
has been a doubling down by the DfE who have awarded the IFS a £75k commission to update and 
re-issue the report in Summer 26. 
 
The 2020 report is fundamentally flawed, yet it has played a leading role in ensuring a high %HE 
participation as it misleads the public into thinking that “everybody should go to University as you 
earn £100-£130k more over a lifetime”. Though this is an incorrect interpretation of the report, and 
the report has many caveats and explanations, the way the report has been issued it was bound to 
be understood by the headline ‘positive’ news of £100-£130k. These headline figures have had the 
major impact and they are endlessly quoted in articles and other HE supportive reports. 
 
As such, it enables UUK to sell their products (degrees) to far too many young adults. There is now a 
growing realisation amongst the press about the fallacy of Mass HE, and a growing realisation that 
young adults simply don’t need to study for an extra 3 years to perform the jobs that they will end up 
performing, and will be lumbered with a needless debt for life (see attached Appendix A). The latest 
article only yesterday about the real consequences of Student Loans that is starting to become 
apparent (copy attached). Yet your report is being used as a recruiting sergeant as if nothing is 
wrong.  
 
Below I give a summation of the reasons already given why this report should be withdrawn, or at 
the very least corrected. All statisticians involved from the IFS, DfE and OSR should be ashamed 
professionally for their role in allowing this report to continue to be published & play its significant 
part in enabling the process of exploitation of our young adults. This mis-selling of degrees is of the 
magnitude of 10’s of Billions of pounds already and will soon become 100’s of Billions, and quite 
frankly the public, in particular the young adults of the next generation deserve better from all 
involved. 
 
Reasons why the existing report should be withdrawn and certainly not re-commissioned 
 



1 - It is clear, even from the name of the report, that it based on an assumption of causation that the 
‘impact’ of a degree is the main & essential cause of employment pay. Yet there is no proof given 
that the degree is impactful or to what extent, nor that it is essential. Given that the majority of 
graduates end up in jobs that have no direct connection to their degree subject, and even those with 
a connection there is no proof that learning on the job as a trainee may have been just as effective or 
more so; then assuming a high level of causation is not statistically sound. (You may claim that the 
HESA Graduate Outcome Data Survey demonstrates causation, yet I would beg to differ – see my 
detailed research at Universitywatch.org – and I also have an on-going case with the OSR where I am 
attempting to de-bunk this claim). Though it is true that all Graduate Outcome statistics suffer from 
this problem of assumed yet un-proven causation effect, for this report to assume un-proven 
causation over a whole lifetime is problematic in the extreme. 
 
2 - It is too highly speculative.  Attempting to work out the earnings of graduate’s vs non-graduates 
over a lifetime is far from an exact science. It is reckless to issue the report as it is bound to be 
interpreted as ‘exact figures’ to be wholly relied upon rather than speculative. Even though the level 
of speculation is clearly stated in the report, this doesn’t matter if the public are bound to ignore this 
and treat it as a definitive statement of fact.  
 
3 - It will always be out of date. The 2020 report was 15 years out of date when it was published as 
it was based on graduates from the mid 00’s (so I imagine that it is safe to assume that the new 
report will be similarly based on old data), yet the report is bound to be interpreted as if it is relevant 
for today’s prospective students. This is a particular problem given the change in conditions for 
Graduates in the job market that occur over the years and the different make-up of the graduates 
with an increased number from lower prior academic attainment given the rise in %HE participation 
over this period. 
 
 
Reasons why the report is incorrect and/or needs to be changed 
 
1 – The cost of going to university is grossly understated. The report claims that the cost of going to 
university for the average graduate is £nil for men and even around £10k positive for women. Even 
though the total cost of going to university is actually around £90k now according to some research. 
Some of this £90k will made up of parental contributions as the full maintenance loan isn’t sufficient 
to cover living costs (but there is an argument that parental contributions should still be included as 
it is a real cost, albeit to the graduates family rather than the graduate themselves). An element of 
this £90k will be subsidised by the Govt in the form of student debt write-offs, but under Plan 5 loans 
this is now only relatively modest at around say £15k per graduate as on average 56% are predicted 
to pay in full and many of the remaining will pay off a sizeable proportion over the 40 years. So it 
defies believe that the IFS have made modelling assumptions that come up with the cost being 
nothing or even a net gain for the graduates. 
 
2 – The Mean Avergage is used and not the Median. It is accepted practice that the Median is the 
best measure in Graduate Statistics to avoid the mean average being distorted by higher earners. If 
the median was used then the overall average lifetime extra earning would be far lower at £70k 
instead of £130k / £100k. There is absolutely no good justifiable reason to not use the much lower 
median, particularly given that this report is going to be highly relevant to ordinary members of the 
public, then the Median is so obviously what should be used. 
 
If you were to correct both of the above then the revised overall average would in fact be close to 
£nil which would of course fundamentally affect how the results of this report was perceived. 
 



3 – Publishing the overall average when used in Graduate Statistics is now ‘discredited’, as the OSR 
has ruled with regard to the misleading overall average of the Graduate Premium in the now 
discontinued Graduate Labour Market Statistics.  Instead, any report attempting to work out the 
difference between Graduate and non-graduate pay, should only publish in bands of Prior academic 
attainment; which is the intention with the new LEO based ‘Graduate & Postgraduate Labour Market 
Outcomes’ report due out next year to replace the GLMS. The IFS report should use the same 
bandings as this report and should also not publish the overall average at all anywhere in the report. 
 
I look forward to a response to this letter. 
 
Paul Wiltshire 


