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The most significant impact of life-time earnings 
and career opportunities is a first degree. 
Modern universities are not only driving the 
economy but are a key driver of social mobility. 
They are also vital in unlocking the talent 
which the UK needs in the private, public and 
not-for-profit sectors.

Only by investing in universities and students 
will the UK have the world-class university 
system needed to rebuild an economy based 
on innovation and entrepreneurship rather 
than high stakes financial risk. 
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If we want to change lives and make Britain 
a fairer and more cohesive society then people 
from every walk of life should have the right 
to study at universities which are funded to excel 
in teaching, research and knowledge transfer. 

Looking at the higher education policies of the 
main political parties, the verdict of million+ 
is ‘could do better’. Only by aiming for a ‘Gold 
Standard’ for universities will the UK grow its 
way out of recession and support an innovative 
economy and a society based on social justice.

There are over 2.5 million students and staff 
studying and working at universities in the UK. 
These universities are worth £59 billion to 
the UK economy and generate £5.3 billion 
in foreign exchange earnings.



million+ 
 ‘GOLD STANDARD’ FOR 
HIGHER EDUCATION

The Gold Standard is the indicative benchmark for 
policies that will ensure a world-leading and progressive 
university system, benefiting students, delivering 
social justice and providing the skills, knowledge and 
research needed to help the UK economy thrive.

 Invest in universities to grow the economy

Universities are crucial to rebuilding the UK economy. 
Universities have already been subject to spending 
reductions which could amount to £1bn by 2013. 
Further cuts would be deeply damaging. 

The next government should:
> not make many any further reductions to the 
higher education budget
> fund additional student places in 2010 through 
additional investment

 More funded student places 
 to meet rising demand

Education attainment is improving and interest 
in studying at university has increased. More people 
in their 30s and 40s want to go to university to 
refocus their careers. Going to university should be 
a right and not a privilege and it makes no economic 
sense to turn people away from university. 
In difficult economic times, there is also a risk that 
they will simply add to pressure on the benefits 
budget of the Department of Work and Pensions.

The next government should:
> immediately assess the level of additional students 
places needed in 2010 and fund enough places at 
university to meet demand
> provide funding so that every applicant who 
is qualified and wants to go to university is 
given that opportunity

 A fees and funding system that is fair

Students in England now make a contribution to 
the cost of their higher education. It is vital that 
university fees and funding are fair to students and 
do not discourage participation. The annual fee for 
full-time students in England in 2009/10 is £3225 
but a state-run system of support allows students 
to access fee loans which are repaid after they 
graduate. In addition to support to pay fees, full-time 
students can access means-tested maintenance 
grants and maintenance loans. 

Part-time students are treated much less favourably. 
They still have to pay their fees upfront. Students 
who need to switch from full-time to part-time face 
a much harsher financial regime and risk not 
completing their courses.

The next government should not use increases 
in fees to cover-up for cuts in higher education 
and should amend the fees and student support 
system in England so that:
> there is a unified single system of support which 
ends the differential between full and part-time 
students. This would ensure university is free at 
the point of study for all first-time students
> the support which students receive while they 
are studying is maintained at current levels 
> savings are made by changing the system of 
graduate contributions. This could include amending 
the government-subsidy on student loans and an 
extension of the loans repayment period
> these savings are ploughed back in to fund 
expansion of university places and ensure that 
universities are funded to maintain the UK’s 
excellent international higher education reputation

 Promote innovation and research 
 excellence in all our universities

74% of research funding went to just 25 UK 
universities in 2009-2010. In 2010-2011 there will 
be even more research concentration. This policy of 
increasing concentration will stifle innovation and the 
potential of modern universities to promote research 
in new subjects and emerging markets. It is also 
more expensive: a pound spent in a modern 
university on research is three times more productive 
than in universities which have received the lion’s 
share of research funding.

In the 2008, 128 universities (out of 132) were found 
to be supporting ‘excellent’ research. This is a clear 
indication that world-leading research is found in 
universities across the UK.

The next government should:
> promote innovation by funding excellent 
research wherever it is found 
> end the policy to increase research concentration. 
This will encourage innovation, improve 
university-business links in new and emerging 
industries, promote productivity and be fairer to 
students who deserve to have research-informed 
teaching wherever they study
> maintain and ring-fence the science and innovation 
budget knowing that it supports research and 
innovation crucial to rebuilding the UK economy

 Support universities which are 
 key drivers of social mobility

Modern universities make a major contribution 
to social mobility but this relies on an expansion 
of university places.

The next government should:
> commit to the funding required to ensure that 
universities can offer places to all those who are 
qualified and would benefit from studying at 
university. A first degree remains the biggest influence 
on career prospects and future earnings potential
> change the terms of the social mobility debate. 
There should be less focus on ensuring a 
small number of poorer students secure places 
at Oxbridge and more focus on promoting the 
value of all universities
> challenge employment practices including 
in the professions which  discriminate against 
graduates from modern universities
> ensure that all students can study at universities 
which are well-funded and resourced wherever they 
choose to study and whatever course they study

 Support part-time and flexible study

The view that students heading to university are 
18 year old school leavers, equipped with A-levels who 
will study full-time for three or four years is out of date. 

The next government should:
> end the current unfair financial treatment of part-time 
students by introducing a single unified system 
of support for full and part-time students in England
> recognise the financial risk taken by universities 
that encourage part-time and flexible study and 
provide clear financial incentives for universities 
willing to take on these risks

 Expand innovation and opportunity 
 in postgraduate study

Postgraduate provision in the UK has an excellent 
international reputation and modern universities 
deliver 30% of all international postgraduate provision 
and 37% of all of the UK’s postgraduate qualifications. 
In spite of this, current policies favour universities 
which have historically benefitted from the most 
research funding in the past. This means that funding 
for postgraduate research studentships is skewed 
and there are fewer opportunities for modern 
universities to support research studentships which 
are professionally focused and geared towards 
new industries and services.

The next government should:
> end the policy of concentrating doctoral provision 
> spearhead a strategy that develops more 
employer-focused and innovative postgraduate 
study and encourages the Research Councils to fund 
postgraduate study, in all universities, in new subject 
areas and emerging markets vital for the economy
> challenge the negative impacts on widening 
participation of current postgraduate funding 
regimes by requiring the Research Council and 
the Funding Councils to implement robust equality 
impact assessments

 Give universities a stronger 
 voice in government

The next government should:
> maintain responsibility for universities, 
the higher education budget and the science 
and innovation budget in one department
> appoint a universities spokesperson 
who attends cabinet



How do each of 
the three main parties’ 
key policies fare 
against the million+ 
 ‘Gold Standard’? 

Have been critical of the Labour Government’s ‘lack 
of clarity’ on possible future public expenditure cuts 
in higher education but have no plans to reverse 
reductions in higher education expenditure already 
announced by Labour. 

A Conservative Government would ring-fence health 
and international development spending suggesting 
that the budget for universities and research may 
face bigger cuts. 

The Conservatives are committed to holding an 
emergency budget within 50 days of the election and 
to finding an additional £12bn of savings in 2010-2011.

Conservative

Labour increased spending on higher education 
significantly but have reduced the higher education 
budget in England by £449m in 2010/11, with a 
further reduction of £600m to be applied by 2013 
and have suggested that this might be offset by 
possible savings achieved by the Browne Review.

Labour will ring-fence spending on schools, 
health, police and international development and 
have made no commitment as to whether universities 
will have to face further reductions in 2011-12 in 
spite of the reductions already imposed. 

Labour

The Liberal Democrat Manifesto states that £15bn 
of cuts should be made in government spending 
from April 2011 onwards. Details of what would 
be cut have been set out and this does not include 
higher education. However no Departmental 
budget has been ring-fenced.

The Manifesto also sets out plans to merge the 
Skills Funding Agency and the Higher Education 
Funding Council for England into a single funding 
Council for Adult Skills and Higher Education.

Liberal-Democrat

Invest in universities to grow the 
economy and promote social mobility

The next government should:
> not make many any further reductions to the higher 
education or science budgets – £1bn is due to be taken 
out of the higher education budget by 2013 and any further 
reductions in 2010 or beyond would be deeply damaging

> invest in universities, research and additional student 
places to stimulate the economic recovery and maintain 
commitments to social mobility, bearing in mind that other 
Governments are investing rather than cutting higher 
education as part of their response to the global downturn 

million+ Gold Standard

Investment 
vs. Cuts

10,000 additional places for 2010, paid for by 
giving graduates incentives to pay back loans early 
on a voluntary basis.

The 2010 Budget provided £250m additional investment 
to fund 20,000 additional places in 2010 (10,000 
full-time, 5,000 part-time and 5,000 foundation degree 
students). In addition, the student support costs of 
these students will be funded by the Treasury.

Most of these places have been set aside for Science, 
Engineering, Technology and Maths-related courses. 

15,000 additional foundation degree places delivered 
in further education colleges, in subjects such as 
engineering, IT and logistics-skills.

This would be funded as part of a £3.1billion ‘job 
creation and green stimulus package’.

More student places to meet rising demand

The next government should:
> immediately assess the level of additional students 
places needed in 2010 and fund enough places at 
university to meet demand

> provide funding so that every applicant who is 
qualified and wants to go to university is given that 
opportunity

Additional 
student places

Agreed the terms of reference for Lord Browne’s 
Fees review in England. 

Accept that changes are needed to improve student 
support for part-time students.

The Conservative Manifesto says a Conservative 
Government will “carefully consider” the review’s findings. 
However, the Manifesto also supports a repayment 
discount scheme for full-time students paying off student 
loans early which will amend the financing of the scheme 
and is likely to benefit wealthier students.

New graduates will need at least a 2.2 to qualify for 
state-funded teacher training. Student loans will be repaid for 
‘top’ maths and science graduates as long as they remain 
teachers (to be funded from the teacher training budget).
 
Foreign students to prove they have the financial 
means to support themselves in the UK and they will 
have to leave the country and reapply if they want to 
switch courses or apply for a work permit. 

Set up an Independent review of Higher Education 
Funding & Finance in November 2009 chaired by 
Lord Browne, leaving the new Parliament to consider 
the review’s findings and decide the future of fees 
and funding in universities in England. 

Included part-time students in terms of reference 
for the Browne Review, recognising that part-time 
students (unlike full-time students) have to pay fees 
upfront and do not get fee or maintenance loans.

No further statement on a Labour Government’s 
approach to fees.

The Liberal Democrat Manifesto sets out plans 
to phase out tuition fees in England over a six-year 
period, starting in 2010-2011, for all those studying 
for their first degree and also ending fees for 
part-time students at a cost of £1.765bn per annum 
by 2014-2015. The Manifesto includes a commitment 
that the plans would not reduce university income.

The Manifesto also promises to create a National 
Bursary Scheme with each university to get a bursary 
budget best suited to the needs of its students. 
Bursaries would be awarded on basis of financial 
hardship and for courses related to ‘strategic’ subjects.

A fees and funding system that is fair

The next government should not use increases in 
tuition fees to cover-up for cuts in universities and should 
amend the fees system in England so that:

> there is a unified single system of support for full and 
part time students. This would ensure that university is free 
at the point of study for all first-time students 

> student support levels are retained at their current level 

> savings are made by changing the system of 
graduate contributions. This could include amending the 
government-subsidy on student loans and an extension 
of the loans repayment period. These savings should 
be ploughed back into higher education to fund the 
rising demand for places and to maintain the excellent 
international standing of the UK’s universities

Fees and 
Funding

Since 2004 have significantly increased the science 
and innovation budget (which funds research in 
universities through the Higher Education Funding 
Councils and the Research Councils) and have 
ring-fenced this Budget until 2011. 

The Labour Manifesto promises to continue the ring-
fence beyond 2011 as part of the next spending review.

In 2009 supported the funding of excellent research 
in universities wherever it had been identified but 
watered down this policy in 2010 in favour of increased 
concentration of research funds in a small number 
of universities. 

Will provide investment for ‘Technology Innovation 
Centres’ to support development of technologies 
where the UK has world-leading expertise. 

Regional Development Agencies will be retained and 
the Labour Manifesto sets out plans for ‘regional growth 
funds’ to support the research work done by universities 
across the UK and their partnerships with businesses. 

Oppose concentration of research in a handful of 
universities and committed to funding world-leading 
research wherever it is found but would support 
strategically important new research areas. 

Funding of research projects to be on the basis of 
peer review without interference from government 
and not on “narrow” impact factors. 

Will ring-fence the science and innovation budget 
but no commitment to retaining at current level.

Regional Development Agencies to focus on 
economic development but to be scrapped if they 
do not retain local support.

Promote innovation and research 
excellence in all our universities

The next government should:
> promote innovation by funding excellent research 
wherever it is found 

> end the policy of increasing research concentration. 
This would encourage innovation, improve 
university-business links in new and emerging industries, 
promote productivity and be fairer to students who deserve 
to have research-informed teaching wherever they study

> maintain and ring-fence the science and innovation 
budget to support research and innovation crucial to 
rebuilding the UK economy

> commit to retain the funding that is currently 
used by Regional Development Agencies to support 
university and business collaborations

Research 

Have stated that anyone who has the academic 
ability and ambition should have the opportunity to go to 
university, regardless of how wealthy their parents are.  

Would create an extra 10,000 student places for 
2010 with funding by an early repayment discount on 
student loans.

Support improved advice and guidance for students 

The Manifesto promises that the Conservatives will 
promote fair access to universities and the professions.

Have supported a target of 50% of 18-30 year olds 
going to university, funded national and regional 
initiatives to widen participation and provided funding 
for 20,000 additional student places in 2010.

The Labour Manifesto supports a target of 75% of 
people having higher or advanced qualification by the 
age of 30, with an additional target of 40% of adults 
qualified to degree or a similar level qualification by 
2020 and states that Labour would: 
> open up opportunities for families on low incomes 
to enter professions such as media and law

> expand paid internships for students

> increase social mobility careers advice for young 
people

> guarantee mentoring for higher education 
applications to all low-income pupils with “potential for 
university study”, with extra summer schools and help 
with UCAS applications

> expand programmes for ‘highly able’ students to 
attend Russell Group universities

> continue support for use of contextual information 
in university applications

The Liberal Democrat Manifesto says that they would:

> scrap the “arbitrary” target of 50% of young 
people attending university, focusing efforts instead 
on a balance of college education, vocational training 
and apprenticeships

> start discussions with universities and schools 
about a trial scheme whereby the best students 
from the lowest achieving schools are guaranteed 
a place at university

> fund 15,000 extra student places for foundation 
degrees for 2010 

Recognise and support universities 
as key drivers of social mobility

The next government should:
> commit to the funding required to ensure that 
universities can offer places to all those who are 
qualified and would benefit from studying at university. 
A first degree remains the biggest influence on career 
prospects and future earnings potential

> change the terms of the social mobility debate: there 
should be less focus on ensuring a small number of 
disadvantaged students secure places at Oxbridge and 
much more focus on promoting the value of all universities 

> challenge employment practices including in the 
professions which discriminate against graduates from 
modern universities

> ensure that all students can study at universities 
which are well-funded and resourced wherever they 
choose to study and whatever course they study

Universities 
and Social 
Mobility

The Conservatives have yet to respond to 
the review of postgraduate provision. Neither the 
Manifesto nor their Universities and Skills policy 
refer to postgraduate provision.

Support the development of postgraduate 
doctoral programmes which better prepare 
graduates for the research world.

Expand innovation and opportunity 
in postgraduate study

The next government should:
> end the policy of concentrating doctoral provision 

> spearhead a strategy that develops more 
employer-focused and innovative postgraduate study 
and encourage the Research Councils to fund 
postgraduate study, in all universities, in new subject 
areas and emerging markets vital for the economy

> challenge the negative impacts on widening 
participation of current postgraduate funding regimes by 
requiring the Research Council and the Funding Councils 
to implement robust equality impact assessments

Postgraduate 
Study

Will review Departmental responsibility for 
universities when in government.

United the higher education and research funding 
(i.e. the science and innovation) budgets in one 
Department (currently Business, Innovation and Skills).

Have made no policy statement. Give universities a stronger voice in government

The next government should:
> maintain responsibility for universities, the higher 
education budget and the science and innovation 
budget in one single Government Department
> appoint a universities spokesperson who 
attends cabinet

Universities and 
the Machinery 
of Government

Have adopted recommendations in Sir James Dyson’s 
report                              and will:
> promote greater freedom and flexibility in the funding 
and regulation of universities
> re-focus the research and development tax credit 
scheme on small, high-tech companies
> support joint university-business (public-private) 
research and development institutes

No commitment to maintain current level of the 
science and innovation budget but will use an emergency 
budget to set-out a “multi-year ring fenced” science and 
innovation budget to provide a stable investment climate.
 
Will delay the implementation of the Research 
Excellence Framework due to doubts over measuring 
the ‘impact’ of research.

Will reform the Regional Development Agencies to focus 
on economic growth. RDAs will be maintained where local 
councils and businesses support them but councils and 
businesses are to be given the power to form their own 
business-led local enterprise partnerships instead of RDAs. 

Ingenious Britain

Backed the publication of a review of postgraduate 
study 
                                          in March 2010 which supports 
more professionally focused postgraduate provision 
but raises the prospect of greater concentration of 
funding of research studentships. 

Have funded 100 ‘Newton Scholarships’ worth £25,000 
each for postgraduate ‘stars’ of research from 2010.

          One Step Beyond: making the most of 
 postgraduate education
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